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This thesis focuses on the identity politics, (i.e. the interplay of power and 
resistance) among differently (dis)advantaged groups in the response to the 
2004 Tsunami in coastal Tamil Nadu. The central theme is the examination 
of tensions between the state, civil society and political society in the 
implementation of disaster Relief, Rehabilitation and Recovery (RRR) 
programmes which is done by drawing on the work of Indian post-colonial 
and post-development scholars. The concepts of participation, elite-capture, 
resistance and exclusion are central to understanding and analysing identity-
politics in the Tsunami response in this thesis. These exclusions may be 
gendered, class or caste-based and arise from the intersection of multiple 
vectors of social inequality. Further, the importance of NGOs and their role 
in resisting the state and empowering/disempowering the subaltern groups 
is also examined at different levels. The processes of power and resistance 
at the scale of the state, community and household are examined through in-
depth interviews with government officials, NGO representatives and 
affected members of the community. The key arguments made in this thesis 
are first that the specific vulnerabilities of some of the members of fishing 
communities of Tamil Nadu were aggravated and perpetuated in the post-
Tsunami period through the treatment of community as homogenous by the 
state and most NGOs; and second the positive role of another group of 
NGOs (such as those that have a long presence in the field and oppose the 
state‟s neo-liberal policies) was instrumental in empowering the subaltern 
groups by enabling resistance among them against oppressive state and 
community relations. Finally, I argue that post-disaster interventions of the 
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state and civil society should be based on the complexities created by the 
intersections of different vectors of social inequalities instead of treating all 
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     CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 THE 2004 TSUNAMI  
 
The 2004 Boxing Day Tsunami that affected twelve countries across 
Asia and Africa caused widespread damage to the eastern coast of India. 
According to official statistics from the Government of India, the total 
death toll in the country was 10,749 and three coastal states of Tamil Nadu, 
Andhra Pradesh and Kerala and the Union Territory of Pondicherry were 
affected by the Tsunami waves. Figures released by the Government of 
Tamil Nadu
1
 reveal that out of the total deaths in India, 7,995 occurred in 
Tamil Nadu making it the worst affected state in the country. Fishing 
hamlets across thirteen coastal districts along the 1,076 kilometre coastline 
of the state were the most heavily impacted (Figure 1.1) with major damage 
of boats and houses and loss of lives and livelihoods. Infrastructural 
facilities such as water supply systems, roads, bridges, warehouses, schools 
and child care centres were disrupted. According to the state‘s ‗Impact and 
Damage Report‘, the fisheries sector suffered heavily with the damage to 
mechanized boats, country boats, catamarans, nets, engines fishing harbours 
estimated at Rs. 1054 Crore
2
 (USD 232 million) (Government of Tamil 
Nadu, 2005:17).  
                                                            
1 Report on ―Tsunami Impacts and Damage‖ Government of Tamil Nadu website 
http://www.tn.gov.in/tsunami/TO_tsunami_impact.pdf 
2 One crore is equal to 10 million. Conversion to USD done online through yahoo currency 





Figure 1.1: The Tsunami-affected coast of Tamil Nadu. The circle 
highlights the District of Nagapattinam which was the worst affected 
area and also my study area.    
 
The reports, media coverage and pictures of the massive damage 
catalysed my thinking about the lived experiences of the men and women 
caught in the 2004 Tsunami along the coast of India and the impact on their 
lives as well as physical and emotional well-being. As a result of the heavy 
physical damage, the social lives of the coastal fishing communities were 




significantly disrupted, and their livelihoods could not be resumed until the 
boats, nets and engines were replenished by the state and civil society. 
Many lives were lost and people faced huge emotional trauma. Gaps were 
created in the social lives of the Tsunami-affected people and their families. 
These observations drew me into this research on identity and disasters to 
understand how ordinary men and women experience disasters and cope 
with it. Since Tamil Nadu was the worst Tsunami-affected state in India, I 
selected a coastal village here to carry out my in-depth study of the 
gendered, classed and caste based impacts of the Tsunami.  
Identity politics in India is heavily influenced by the relationship of 
the state with different caste, class and occupational groups of its 
population such as farmers, the landless labourers, the fishing groups, the 
dalits, and the tribals and so on. Thus any study on identity politics needs to 
be contextualised within the state-society relationship i.e. the way the state 
has governed that particular community(ies) both historically and 
geographically. Gender and class relations in these communities are 
embedded within the larger state-society relations. Hence, a study of 
identity in a Tsunami situation calls for an analysis of the state‘s 
interventions and governance of disaster-affected communities, civil 
society‘s role in addressing the immediate practical and long-term strategic 
needs of these communities, and shifts in gender, class and caste 
relationships within these communities.          
Both the productive and social reproductive spheres were severely 
affected in the aftermath of the Tsunami. Until about nine months after the 
Tsunami, fishermen were unable to resume fishing activities, rendering 
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them dependent on the handouts given by the state and civil society. Many 
children were orphaned or lost one of their parents to the disaster. 
Conversely, many parents lost their children and there were reports in the 
media about how women were going for re-canalisation operations (to 
reverse sterilisation) so as to conceive again (The Guardian, 18th July, 
2005; The Hindu, 9th December, 2005). Some of the NGOs even reported 
‗Tsunami marriages‘ wherein younger girls were married off to elderly men 
who had lost their wives, since their parents perceived that the 
compensation money would give their daughters comfortable lives
3
.    
Media reports and a preliminary visit to Tamil Nadu in September 
2005 revealed that familial and intra-community interactions were changing 
fast in the aftermath of the Tsunami as new actors such as national and 
international organisations and NGOs stepped into the scenario. The 
massive flow of aid and materials from the rest of the world created 
unwanted consequences in the social fabric of the community. It affected 
systems of social bonding, kin support and internal power dynamics to 
create new kinds of elite/subaltern politics in these villages. These concerns 
formed the core of my initial foray into this research and helped me 
formulate my research questions (discussed in the next section).  
Not only were familial and communal relationships affected in the 
aftermath of the Tsunami but the larger state-society relationships also 
underwent a change. For example, for the first six months, the Government 
of Tamil Nadu supported the affected communities with financial aid of Rs. 
                                                            
3 Tsunami weddings were raised in discussions with different NGO representatives during 
my preliminary fieldwork in Tamil Nadu in September 2005.   
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4000 (roughly USD 88) per family along with a supply of food grains and 
clothes in the relief package. Additionally, an ex-gratia payment of Rs. 
200,000 (USD 4399) was announced for each dead person in the affected 
families with Rs. 100,000 each from the central and the state governments
4
.  
As such, a new relationship emerged between the erstwhile 
marginalised, subaltern fishing communities (Ram, 1991; Bavnick, 2003) 
and the ‗elite‘ Indian state (Kaviraj, 1984; Kothari, 1995; Chatterjee, 2001, 
2004; Corbridge et al., 2005) wherein discourses such as ‗dependency 
syndrome‘; referring to the affected communities becoming overly 
dependent on charity handouts became popular within elite state and civil 
society circles
5
 (see Visvanathan, The Hindu 13
th
 May, 2007; Silva, 2009; 
Wong, 2009). Several tensions developed among the different groups of 
elite and subaltern actors involved in the Relief, Rehabilitation and 
Recovery (RRR) process of the disaster-affected people; complex interplays 
of power and resistance determined the tone and direction of these 
processes among the coastal fishing communities in Tamil Nadu.  
                                                            
4 Two major disasters occurred in India a few years before the 2004 Tsunami. These were the 
1999 Orissa cyclone and 2001 Gujarat earthquake. While the state government‘s response to 
the 1999 cyclone has been criticised for being extremely slow, inefficient and inadequate 
(Thomalla and Schmuck, 2004), the relief efforts of the Gujarat earthquake were better 
according to practitioners I met in the field. The state government immediately deployed the 
army for rescue and relief operations. Additionally a number of non-state organisations 
helped the effective disbursal of food, medicines and aid. According to theChief coordinator 
of relief and rehabilitation for Kutch earthquake, 248,947 families were provided emergency 
shelter, cash Doles given to 911,096 families and household kits to 372,027 families 
(Mansingh, 2005 http://www.adb.org/Documents/Events/2005/Rehabilitation-
Reconstruction/presentation-mansingh.pdf). Following the Gujarat experience, the 2004 
Tsunami relief efforts in Tamil Nadu were even better compared to the previous disasters 
and the affected communities expressed satisfaction with the relief efforts both during my 
field work and as reported in other studies (cf Telford and Cosgrave, 2006).  
5 The term ‗dependency syndrome‘ also came up in interviews with civil servants, certain 
NGO representatives, articles published on the 2004 Tsunami and during a conference on the 
Tsunami in Delhi organized by Jawaharlal Nehru University in mid-January, 2008.  
6 
 
According to the Constitution of India, disasters in India are a state 
(provincial government) subject
6
 and hence it is the state government that 
shoulders the major responsibility of rehabilitating disaster-affected people 
with the help of the central government and civil society organisations. In 
the case of the 2004 Tsunami too, the state Government of Tamil Nadu 
(GoTN) took most of the decisions with regard to the RRR of the 
communities in the form of a series of Government Orders (GOs) related to 
shelter, livelihood restoration, health, water, sanitation and education. 
Although civil society organisations were involved in the RRR process and 
were free to voice their opinions on these matters via petitions, publications 
and collaborative meetings, the ultimate decision-making power rested with 
the state government with regard to the overall direction of rehabilitating 
the affected people.  
Civil society organisations too were divided among themselves when it 
came to supporting the Tsunami rehabilitation policies of the state, 
reflecting the complexity in the ideologies of the CSOs involved in disaster 
response: some of organisations collaborated with the state while others 
critiqued and challenged these policies. The processes of assertion of power 
by the state and civil society organisations (that allied with the state) were 
met with resistance from other groups of ‗elite‘ and ‗subalterns‘ that were 
directly affected by these policies. It is these processes of power and 
resistance in the Tsunami response that form the core of my enquiry in this 
thesis.  
                                                            
6 The Constitution of India lays down the list of subjects to be dealt by the central and the 
state governments known as the central and state subjects respectively. Disaster management 
comes under the state list. See http://india.gov.in/govt/constitutions_of_india.php  
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My aim is to capture the nuances of the identity politics, practices of 
power and resistance that went on during the response to the 2004 Tsunami 
in coastal Tamil Nadu. Though gender in disaster situations was the starting 
point of my academic enquiry, I realised during the course of my study that 
disaster-affected men and women‘s lives are embedded within the larger 
identity politics of the state, civil society and political society and cannot be 
fully examined by the limited lens provided by analysing gender roles and 
relations (Hyndman and de Alwis, 2003; Hyndman, 2009; Ruwanpura, 
2009). Most of the literature on the subject (published before 2005) 
however has considered men and women as binary opposite categories of 
analysis in a disaster situation without really taking into account the 
complex interplay of other axes of social identity in disaster response.
7
 This 
earlier body of literature also does not discuss in detail the nested structures 
of power of the state, civil society, communities and households within and 
against which individuals (men and women) are both bound and resist. As 
such, a gender lens with simple men/women binary offered by much of the 
existing gender and disaster work is not adequate to understand larger 
issues of power and resistance and identity politics of disaster responses and 
other approaches are needed to capture these complex processes. Thus, I 
decided to complicate my analysis with a consideration of elite, subaltern, 
gender, class and caste subject positions (i.e. with a consciousness of 
intersectionality of social identities) of those who control the response and 
those who receive them. Towards this end I formulated research questions 
                                                            
7 See for example the ‗The Gendered Terrain of Disaster‘, 1998, volume edited by Enarson 
and Morrow.  
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that covered broader identity issues of the Tsunami Response in Tamil 
Nadu.    
1.2 AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
In this thesis, my aim is to understand the state-society, gender, 
class and caste relations that manifest in the way power is asserted and 
resisted at different levels by (dis)advantaged groups and individuals in 
disaster response. It is important, however, first of all to understand how 
geographers have conceptualised and discussed the term ‗identity politics‘. 
In reviewing the concept Kobayashi et al., 2009:282 note: 
The ideologically laden term ‗identity politics‘ refers to social 
movements to gain recognition of historically oppressed 
ethnocultural or racialized groups. Some theorists also refer to such 
movements as a ‗politics of difference‘. 
 
In this thesis however, I am conceptualising identity politics as the 
interplay of power and resistance among varied actors at different scales in 
disaster response. In the Indian context, these historically oppressed groups 
have been theorised as ‗subalterns‘ by a group of postcolonial theorists 
called the ‗subaltern studies group‘ (Guha, 1982; Spivak, 1988; Chatterjee, 
2001 Sarkar, 2000). Since the 2004 Tsunami affected a historically 
subaltern group – the coastal fishing communities, I use the theorisation by 
this school to understand the identity politics of Tsunami response in Tamil 
Nadu. It is useful here to understand the meaning of the term subaltern and 
how it has been used by this group of theorists. McEwam et al. (2009:60) 




Inspired by the work of the Subaltern Studies collective, the term 
subaltern is now more popularly used, particularly within 
postcolonial theory, to describe groups who are excluded and do not 
have a position from which to speak, for example, peasants and 
women in postcolonial societies. Thus in current philosophical and 
critical usage, subaltern describes specifically a person or groups of 
people rendered voiceless and without agency by their social status.  
  In the post-Tsunami context, the affected communities
8
 may be 
considered ‗voiceless‘ since they were largely denied agency in planning 
and implementing their own housing and livelihood interventions. Most 
decisions were made by the ruling elites and their allies, i.e. several 
international and national NGOs in their plush air-conditioned offices in the 
capital city of Chennai (capital of Tamil Nadu). Among the largely 
subaltern coastal fishing communities however, there was a privileged 
institution, the traditional village council, dominated by the village elite that 
was selectively involved in the decision-making process. The ordinary 
members of the village were however not consulted on housing decision-
making. Hence, I use the term ‗subaltern‘ to refer to the voiceless people, in 
this case the fishworkers and their families and these dynamics will be 
detailed in the next few chapters.   
I analyse the post-Tsunami identity politics within the purview of 
elite-subaltern theorisations in India. The main aim of this thesis, hence, is 
to examine social identity related tensions within disaster response wherein 
elites at the different levels of the state, civil society, community and 
household exert power by controlling the process of Relief Rehabilitation 
and Recovery (RRR) but are countered by subaltern resistances from below.  
                                                            




This study will shed light on the way elite-subaltern relationships evolved 
in the aftermath of a disastrous event in India and provide clues for the 
extension or revisiting of traditionally defined elite and subaltern 
theorisation in India.   
To address this aim, I have adopted a scalar approach to look at 
identity politics at each of the three scales selected for analysis viz, the 
state, the community and the household. There is substantial inter-linkage 
in the social identity politics across these scales but I have set these levels 
up as a heuristic device to facilitate the analysis of data on power and 
resistance at each level. A scalar analysis does not imply that I am unaware 
of the inter-connections between the scales or that I am suggesting a 
cleavage in identity politics based on scale. Rather, in my empirical analysis 
(Chapters 5,6 and 7), I show how identities and events, such as decision-
making at each of these scales impact the others and how state and civil 
society interventions lead to changes in the manifestation of social identity.  
 I have set up key research questions that address the issues of 
power and resistance related to social identity and the politics of response to 
the 2004 Tsunami at each of these three scales. These are: 
 
1. What was the nature of the disaster management approach (top-down or 
participatory) adopted by the ‗actors in control‘ (the state and civil 
society) of the RRR process of the 2004 Tsunami-affected subjects and 
the way that affected communities responded to these moves? 
This question corresponds to the first scale of analysis (the state and 
civil society ) of identity politics in Tsunami-affected Tamil Nadu and 
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interrogates the tone of rehabilitation adopted by both the Governments of 
India and Tamil Nadu to address the needs of the affected coastal fishing 
communities after the 2004 Tsunami (whether neo-liberalist or welfare 
oriented). It also examines how these moves were contested by civil and 
political society
9
. The levels of ‗elites‘ and ‗subalterns‘ involved in the 
2004 Tsunami RRR process and the varied nature of their responses to the 
disaster are discussed in Chapter 5. 
 
2. What role did the intersecting vectors of social identity play in shaping 
the interplay of power and resistance between the elite and subaltern 
members of the community? How were these relations affected by the 
disbursement of RRR and resistance against various practices?    
The flow of aid and materials in the aftermath of a disaster often leads to 
increased jealousies and conflicts within communities and a reassembling 
of social structures (Latour, 2005). At the scale of the community (discussed 
in Chapter 6) address issues of elite dominance and collaboration (between 
the ruling and the community elite) to implement RRR programmes among 
the affected communities. Chapter 6 also investigates the resistance 
strategies adopted by the subaltern groups to contest the moves of the elite 
and enquires how subaltern resistance in disaster response affected gender 
and class relations in a coastal fishing community.  
 
                                                            
9 In this thesis I employ the definition of political society provided by subaltern theorist 
Partha Chatterjee (2001) as the domain where subaltern politics takes place. See section 1.3 
below for a detailed discussion.  
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3. How did the impact and interventions of the 2004 Tsunami affect 
gender relations within different fishing households in the same village 
in coastal Tamil Nadu? What were the causes of differential household 
vulnerabilities in a post-disaster context? 
In the Indian context, caste, class and gender intersect to produce 
differences in vulnerabilities and resilience capacities among different 
households in the community. Some households are rendered more 
vulnerable than others due to deaths, injuries and the lack of state, 
communal and familial support before and after the occurrence of a 
disaster. I examine whether the traditional social categories of disaster 
management (adopted by the state and civil society in India) such as sex, 
marital status and age are sufficient to address the needs of Tsunami-
affected households. To date, the gender and disaster literature has focused 
most on the household scale by arguing that women suffer more than men 
in different ways in disaster contexts. In Chapter 7, I hence explore the 
strategies adopted by ordinary men and women to cope with the impacts of 
the 2004 Tsunami and how they were aided by the state and civil society in 
their recovery from the disaster and what impacts these interventions have 
had on gender relations within the affected households. 
   
In sum, the above research questions focus on capturing the 
processes of power and resistance in the response to the 2004 Tsunami at 
the three main scales of the state and civil society, the community and the 
household levels. The next section illuminates the conceptual tools that I 
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used to study the identity politics of the 2004 Tsunami management in the 
socio-political context of India.  
 
1.3 CONCEPTUALISING IDENTITY POLITICS IN INDIA  
 
Since this thesis is situated in the Indian context of the state as well 
as of civil and political society, and at the intersections of gender, class and 
caste based divisions in the aftermath of disasters, it is essential to 
understand the nature of these actors and categories in India. I will examine 
the role of the state, civil society and political society in the post-disaster 
period that led to the creation of a distinct identity politics. To do this I 
adopt the definitions and conceptualisations of these domains offered by 
Indian postcolonial scholars (most notably Kaviraj, 1984; Kothari, 1995; 
Chatterjee, 2001, 2004) as a starting point and examine their relevance to 
the Tsunami response process in Tamil Nadu.   
State-society relationships in India have undergone huge changes 
from the immediate post-independence period to the present day. In the last 
63 years the state in India has evolved from an agent of welfare that 
protected its farmers (through subsidies and minimum support 
programmes), poor and minority groups to increasingly an agent of neo-
liberalism in the post-1991 Liberalisation/ Privatisation/ Globalisation 
(LPG) era (Upadhyaya et al., 2009; Kapur, 2010). Several indigenous 
communities such as tribal groups and small farmers have been displaced 
by the implementation of big industrial projects. This changing role of the 
state has invoked increased resistance from different sections of elites and 
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subalterns (see for example the movement to save River Narmada discussed 
below).  
While small and marginal farmers form an important part of the 
subaltern society, recent examples of state-society conflict in India reveal 
that class and caste are not the only markers of subalternism in the Indian 
society. Minority religious groups such as the Sikhs (in 1984)
10
 and the 
Muslims (in 2002)
11
 have also borne the brunt of state-oppression in the 
recent past.  
More recently, the livelihoods of indigenous communities such as 
tribal people (forest dwellers) are being threatened as both the central and 
state governments are increasingly favouring corporate based, modernistic 
‗development‘. Identity politics in India is thus complex since it is a society 
highly divided on religious, caste, class, occupational and gender lines. 
Religious, cultural and occupational minorities live in fear of annihilation in 
India (Roy, 2009). Thus along with class and caste (as suggested by the 
subaltern school theorists), religious, occupational and other minority 
groups too should be included in the subaltern conceptualisation. The 
present day ‗subaltern subject‘ in India is not only the poor peasant who has 
been denied a voice in the historiography of India, but also a Muslim 
shopkeeper in the city of Ahmadabad in Gujarat whose shop and house 
were burnt and his family slaughtered in the 2002 Gujarat genocide. The 
                                                            
10 There were state-sponsored anti Sikh riots in India in 1984 after the assassination of the 
then PM Mrs Indira Gandhi by her Sikh bodyguards.  
11 There were state-sponsored riots in Ahmadabad, the capital of Gujarat in India against the 
Muslims where mobs of Hindu people slaughtered Muslim men and women and burnt their 
houses and shops (See Chandhoke, 2002 and Roy 2009).   
15 
 
present day neo-liberalist order has rendered some groups more marginal 
than before, such as tribal people whose houses and agricultural lands are 
increasingly being appropriated by the state to implement destructive-
development schemes.  
     Having provided a broad picture of evolving state-society 
relationships in India, I now discuss the conceptual framework for this 
thesis in three sections. In section 1.3.1, I illuminate the nature of the 
postcolonial Indian state, civil society and political society to understand 
the tensions and collaborations between these societal groups. In 1.3.2, I 
discuss the significance of the intersectionality of social identities in the 
Indian context to understand inclusion and exclusion of particular groups of 
people or individuals in the disaster-response process. In 1.3.3, I discuss the 
concepts of ‗elite capture‘ and ‗rural resistance‘ that I will use to understand 
the responses of affected communities to disaster RRR processes.   
Scholars writing about the Indian state and development have 
variously described the Indian state and civil society as ‗elite‘, ‗middle 
class‘ and ‗bourgeois‘ institutions that govern the poor rural and urban 
subaltern masses (Kaviraj, 1984; Kothari, 1995; Chatterjee, 2001, 2004; 
Nandy 2002, 2007). I have situated this thesis within the tensions and 
debates of ‗elite/subaltern‘ theorisation in India, and draw from the works 
of Partha Chatterjee (2004) (distinction between civil society and political 
society), James Scott (1985) (subaltern resistances) and gender and disaster 
literature (e.g. Khondker, 1996; Enarson, 1998, 2006; Fordham, 1998) to 




As a starting point, Kothari (1993) clearly divides India and Indians 
into two categories (which he refers to as the ‗Two Indians‘). Kothari 
(1993:146) argues that:  
India is comprised of [sic] urban and rural elite, the big 
farmers, the industrialists, the bureaucrats, the executives and 
professionals, and the intelligentsia. Though a small 
percentage of population, they consume a large bulk of its 
resources and own, control and allocate the remaining 
according to their own priorities and interests. There are 
those who belong to the other India, impoverished, 
malnutritioned [sic], toiling day and night for survival. They 
populate much of the country and are an overwhelming 
majority, ‗serving‘ the first India through daily toil and 
drudgery (as do the slum dwellers in the cities and the 
landless in the villages).  
 
For Kothari (1995) and most other post-colonial scholars discussed 
below, the state and its politicians and bureaucrats come in the category of 
the ‗First Indian‘ or the elite who through their ‗insensitivity‘ and 
‗selfishness‘ are thriving on the toil of urban and rural poor, subaltern 
masses. In the Indian case, scholars have argued that the post-colonial state 
has placed economic agendas above social equity and that the elite are more 
interested in maintaining their positions of elitism rather than 
mainstreaming subaltern groups into development (Kothari, 1995; Nandy, 
2007). I unpack the nature of the state, civil society and political society in 
the next section. 
1.3.1 Understanding the state-society relations in India: Engaging with 
Indian Social Theory  
 
In this section, I deal with the conceptualization of the state, civil 
society and political society by subaltern theorists. I draw heavily from 
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Partha Chatterjee‘s (2001, 2004) work since it is very contemporary and 
discusses identity politics through very recent anti-capitalist struggles (such 
as the peasant rebellion against industrialisation in Nandigram, West 
Bengal in 2007). His work also helps to conceptually sharpen my research 
questions as they relate to state-society, elite-subaltern, and gender, class 
and caste relationships. I am however, taking Chatterjee‘s ideas on board 
with a consciousness of its limitations which I highlight in sub-section B. 
below.   
 A. The Indian State 
 Chatterjee (2004) explains that during the colonial and the 
immediate post-independence phase, the Indian National Congress was the 
dominant political party in India but it was very ‗elite‘ in character since it 
was serving the interests of the Brahmins and other upper caste elites. 
Citing the sentiments of a national dalit
12
 leader, B.R. Ambedkar, 
Chatterjee (2004: 14) explains:   
The untouchables must support national independence in 
full knowledge that it would lead to the political dominance 
of the upper castes, but they must press on with the struggle 
for equality within the framework of the new constitution.  
The above quote by Ambedkar was applicable to the immediate 
post-independence phase as politics in India continued to be dominated by a 
single party, The Congress, which consisted of upper caste/middle class 
elite. Sixty years after independence Ambedkar‘s concerns about 
                                                            
12 The term dalit comes from the Sanskrit word ―dal‖ that means broken. In India it refers to 
the people who are socio-economically marginalized and do menial jobs such as cleaning dirt 
and human waste and tanning animal skin. They are out of the caste hierarchy but effectively 
at the bottom of it.  
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untouchables and their status still remain valid, though some progress has 
been made in increasing their presence in legislatures and government jobs 
through quotas. In cases where dalits have appropriated power (like 
Mayawati
13
, the Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh), they have behaved no 
better than the traditional elite in promoting neo-liberalism, making profits 
and meeting selfish ends.  
The fact that the Indian state prioritizes economic development over 
social equity (Kothari, 1995) has an important bearing on its disaster 
responses. Indian scholars‘ definition of the Indian state as elite, was proven 
true in the state‘s Tsunami response with critical decisions taken without 
consulting the affected subaltern people. Nandy (2007:28) further contends 
that political culture in India is emulating the western model of modernity 
that leaves indigenous people and knowledge out of its fold:  
It is part of the same game to emphasise the unequal economic 
exchanges between the east and the west and under-emphasize 
the cultural exchanges between the two, which has already made 
the modern western man [sic] the official culture of India.... The 
first step in the creation of this new set of elites for the future is 
the destruction of the confidence of the people in their own 
systems of knowledge and ways of life, so that they become 
recipients both materially and non-materially.  
Nandy‘s take on the Indian state reflects the post-colonial state‘s 
continued pursuance of bureaucratised western style modernisation with 
economic growth as the main agenda of development. Since 1991, the LPG 
                                                            
13 Ms. Mayawati is presently the Chief Minister of the state of Uttar Pradesh in Northern 





regime advocated by the Congress party has led to an increase in societal 
inequalities and vulnerabilities of poorer sections of the population. 
Chatterjee (2004:37) theorises the exclusion of certain groups from 
developmental planning by arguing that marginal groups in India are not 
―right bearing citizens‖. He argues that traditionally marginalized groups 
like dalits, landless laborers, refugees, landless people, day laborers, and 
those below the poverty line are some of the ‗demographic categories of 
governmentality‘ which he categorizes as  ‗populations‘ rather than 
citizens. According to Chatterjee (2001:8):  
 
Most of the inhabitants of India are only tenuously, and even then 
ambiguously and contextually, rights-bearing citizens in the sense 
imagined by the constitution. They are not, therefore, proper 
members of civil society and are not regarded as such by the 
institutions of the state. However, it is not as though they are outside 
the reach of the state or even excluded from the domain of politics. 
As populations within the territorial jurisdiction of the state, they 
have to be both looked after and controlled by various governmental 
agencies.  
 
Chatterjee (2004:37) explains the difference between populations and 
citizens: ‗populations‘ are specific groups or communities within the 
mainstream population that are the objects of specific policies of the state. 
This is because their needs or conditions are different from the rest of the 
population and they become specific categories for state policy and 
intervention.  
Chatterjee (2004) cites the example of the untouchables or dalits in 
India who are not only the lowest in the caste hierarchy but often also the 
lowest in terms of class positions. He contends that the untouchables, 
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(although constitutionally they have the rights of citizens) are considered to 
be ‗polluted‘ by the upper castes and do not enjoy the status of citizens in 
the country as the state legislatures are dominated by upper caste bourgeois 
men who discriminate against them. As such, the rights of the untouchables 
cannot be guaranteed by the laws protecting the rest of the citizens due to 
their specific requirements (such as the need to be massively mainstreamed, 
more than other citizens, due to the centuries of oppression they have faced 
in a predominantly Hindu country).  Chatterjee‘s main idea is that because 
the elite would be more interested in maintaining the caste status quo and 
their higher positions rather than opening up social, political and economic 
spaces for these subaltern groups, special provisions such as reservations in 
the state legislatures and government jobs have been made in both colonial 
and postcolonial India to safeguard the interests of the lower caste 
populations, but without really threatening the higher caste groups.  
I contend however, that while concerns about empowering lower 
caste groups are valid in this theorization, a consciousness of movements 
across categories should be included in these arguments. Upper caste 
hegemony is being threatened in the present day India through the 
emergence and existence of dalit political parties and their activism. The 
next section engages with social theory on civil and political society in 
India.   
B. Engaging with Civil Society and Political Society  
In the Indian context, civil society is very wide and diverse as there 
are over a million NGOs in the country (Handy et al., 2007). Unlike 
21 
 
theorisation and characterisation of the Indian state as elite (in which there 
is broad consensus among subaltern scholars like Guha, 1982; Spivak, 
1988; Kothari, 1995; Chatterjee, 2001; Nandy, 2007), civil society has been 
conceptualised and discussed in many different ways. It is useful here to 
understand how various scholars have looked at this highly complex and 
contested domain in India (Tandon and Mohanty, 2003). Various scholars 
have argued that civil society cannot be theorised in any one way due to the 
inherent complexities (Chandhoke, 2003). A useful definition is provided 
by McIlwaine, et al. (2009: 136)  
Civil society is a contested term that broadly describes the arena of 
collective social interaction situated between the state, market, and 
household. Despite being used in a normative manner to encompass 
a host of values linked with participation and cooperation, it is more 
commonly used to describe a range of formal and informal non-state 
organizations, groups, and associations that form part of the 
voluntary sector. These usually refer to community organizations, 
activist groups, trade unions, faith-based groups, cooperatives, as 
well as more formal nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). 
 
These scholars rightly point out that it is incorrect to equate civil society 
with NGO‘s since they are only one element of it.  
Subaltern school theorists such as Kothari (1995) and Chatterjee 
(2001) are highly critical of the role of civil society in India as they contend 
that it has been largely unsuccessful in addressing the issues of subaltern 
groups. By analysing the 2004 Tsunami response, I want to examine 
whether this contention is a valid one since other scholars (e.g. Mandar, 
2003; Chandhoke, 2003; Roy, 2009) have alternate views about civil 
society. For the latter set of scholars, the essentialisation of civil society as 
‗elite‘, does not quite work in the current neo-liberal order. Chatterjee‘s 
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work for example, places both civil society and the state on the same 
pedestal of ‗high modernity‘:   
Civil society then, restricted to a small section of culturally 
equipped citizens, represents in countries like India the high ground 
of modernity. So does the constitutional model of the state 
(Chatterjee 2001:10). 
 
Chatterjee (2001) distinguishes between politics that arise in the 
elite vs. subaltern domains (which he calls the civil and political society 
respectively); he uses the categories of citizens and populations, civil and 
political societies to understand the ‗Politics of the Governed‘ in India. 
Chatterjee (2001:174) argues that in countries that have a colonial history, 
like India, civil society is associated with colonial modernity: 
Civil Society in such countries is best used to describe those 
institutions of modern associational life set up by nationalist elites in 
the era of colonial modernity, though often as part of their anti-
colonial struggle. These institutions embody the desire of this elite 
to replicate in its own society the forms as well as the substance of 
Western modernity.  
He substantiates this argument with examples from ‗elite‘ middle class 
practices in 19
th
 century urban Bengal, where people engaged in struggles 
against the colonial rule, followed Western Christian rituals such as the 
laying of wreaths, observing a minute‘s silence and memorial speeches upon 
the death of prominent people. Chatterjee perceives organised social 
associations as agents of modernisation based on western principles of 
liberty, equality and secularism.  
This view of civil society is largely but not entirely endorsed by 
other postcolonial scholars. For example, Ashis Nandy (1983) calls the 
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influence of the ‗east on the west‘ as the ―Loss and Recovery of Self under 
Colonialism‖, contending that as much as the western model of hyper-
masculinity and military nationalism inspired the Indian youth, the Indians 
strive to preserve elements of their own culture too (noting in particular 
Gandhi‘s prominent role in preserving indigenous culture and values and 
resisting the psychology of imperialism).  
Additionally, Chatterjee‘s theorisation is based on limited examples 
from West Bengal; in India, there are a wide range of civil society 
organisations that do not copy these western rituals but start their activities 
with indigenous practices like singing Gandhian bhajans
14
 which has not 
been accounted by him.   Chatterjee‘s (2001, 2004) view of civil society, 
hence, is rather narrow, as he does not account for associations that arise 
from the subaltern domains and leach into the fold of what is classified as 
‗civil society‘. He prefers to classify the associations arising in the subaltern 
domain, namely political society, which he separates from the domain of 
what he calls ‗bourgeois civil society‘. By ‗political society‘, Chatterjee 
(2001a: 173):  
Means a domain of institutions and activities where several 
mediations are carried out. This mediation between the population 
and the state takes place on the site of a new political society. It is 
built around the framework of modern political associations such as 
political parties.    
By defining political society as a subaltern domain - the zone 
between the state on the one hand and civil society as bourgeois society on 
                                                            
14 Bhajan is a holy song, sung to praise God in Hinduism. Gandhi Ji used these bhajans to 
give spiritual messages to the masses and inspire them for non-violent struggles to achieve 
independence from the colonial role. See for example http://www.aryagan.org , a Gandhian 
NGO that supports children.  
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the other, Chatterjee (2001a:178) leaves out political parties and their 
politics. Other scholars, however, view political society as inclusive of 
political parties and other institutions. For example, Ngok Ma (2007) argues 
that political parties and legislatures are the most important components of 
political society and that political society can be considered to be a part of 
both the state and civil society since it plays a mediating role between the 
two. For Ngok Ma (2007:10) political society is the arena in which ―the 
polity and society organize themselves for political contestation to gain 
control over public power and state apparatus‖ and the difference between it 
and civil society is that civil society does not seek the power of the state 
like political society.  Quite visibly Ngok Ma‘s conceptualization of 
political society is very different from Chatterjee‘s who proposes political 
society as a zone where the subaltern populations negotiate development 
with the state.  
Chatterjee (2001a) also sets up civil and political society in binary 
opposition to each other by contending that while the former was framed in 
the colonial period of modernity, the latter is a process in postcolonial 
period with democracy as its ‗framing question‘. Further, Chatterjee 
(2001a:178) proposes that ―in the context of the latest phase of the 
globalisation, we may well be witnessing an emerging opposition between 
modernity and democracy, i.e. between civil society and political society‖. 
While it may be true that modernity and democracy are in opposition to 
each other, it is not true that all civil society strives for western-style 
modernisation. A more nuanced approach to civil society and its varied 
constituents and philosophies is hence required.   
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  Scholars have challenged the binary (suggested by Chatterjee) by 
arguing that civil and political societies actually share a symbiotic relation 
and provide a ground for each other to exist and flourish (Puri, 2004; 
Corbridge et al., 2005; Ngok Ma, 2007). For example, Puri (2004:3594) 
asks:  
But why cannot civil society with its purported better-connectedness 
to the needs of the people be an alternative to political society? 
After all, civil society associations provide similar benefits as 
political parties, for instance, an organised way of making demands 
from the state. And seemingly do not come with the baggage of 
partisanship attached to them. Since they are ostensibly closer to the 
people, such organisations understand peoples‘ interests better.  
 
Puri‘s critique of Chatterjee‘s essentialist notions of civil society 
appear valid in contemporary India where, as noted earlier, civil society 
organisations of great diversity in philosophies, approaches and objectives 
exist. Organisations and movements started by people who can be classified 
as ‗elite‘, have actually spurred subaltern activism that has led to greater 
democratization in the country. A classic example of this is the ‗Right to 
Information Act‘ (2005) ‗ordinary citizens‘ from rural and urban areas can 
request for information, inspect or take photocopies of documents or 
electronic data from any government agency regarding any issue that 
affects their lives. This Act was a result of subaltern (landless labourers) 
struggle initiated by the head of a civil society organization (MKSS)
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facilitated by Ms. Aruna Roy, a former civil servant with the Government 
of India. Started in 1990, it was triggered by adverse drought conditions in 
                                                            




the arid state of Rajasthan where the subaltern groups felt that they were not 
being paid adequate wages for the services they rendered in the state‘s 
development schemes and demanded access to government records on wage 
disbursal. This movement in the state of Rajasthan, attracted support from 
the masses and resulted in the passage of the Right to Information Act in 
the Indian parliament. The discussion of the ‗Right to Information‘ 
movement holds a special significance for this thesis, on two counts. First, 
it is a classic example of a subaltern movement spearheaded by an elite 
woman, strengthening the idea that there is leaching across the domains of 
elite and subaltern (or as Kothari presents – the ―two Indians‖) in India and 
that people and institutions classified as ‗elite‘ can be instrumental in 
initiating subaltern politics. Second, a disaster (a drought in this case) was 
the catalyst for this movement to take place, highlighting how disasters can 
facilitate certain kinds of social action.  
Khilnani (2001:13) highlights that in contemporary discussions 
there is no agreement about the proper sources of civil society and that there 
are three ways of thinking about its origin and source. The first among them 
being as ‗residing in the economy‘, the second view envisages it in a 
‗society independent of the economic domain and the state‘ and finally the 
more ‗conservative‘ view of it as ‗residing in a set of cultural acquisitions, 
in historically inherited manners of civility which moderate relations 
between groups and individuals‘. Khilnani (2001:15) explains that in the 
post-World War II period the concept of civil society received no 
significant attention in the West and that Marxists used it negatively, 
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identifying it with ―bourgeois society, a realm of contradiction and 
mystification sustained by relations of power‖. Gramsci (1971, 2005) 
however was a notable exception to the Marxists who viewed civil society 
negatively. Gramsci argues that the coercive element of the State withers 
away as ―conspicuous elements of regulated society (or ethical State or civil 
society) make their appearance.‖ (Gramsci 2005: 32). 
Contemporary understandings of civil society incorporate their 
varied and complex roles in society and that NGOs are a very important 
component of it. Mitlin et al. (2007:1702) explain the need to understand 
the motives of NGOs:   
NGOs—why they exist, what they do, what they say, who they 
relate to—can only be understood in terms of their relationship to 
these more constitutive actors in society, as well as in terms of the 
relationships among these constitutive actors, and between them, 
state and market. This does not mean that NGOs are merely 
instruments of these actors (though they may be)—it does mean that 
they are not constitutive, and are certainly not the most important 
actor in civil society. 
 
As stressed above, scholars have highlighted the need to understand 
the motives of different NGOs and their relationships with other societal 
institutions such as the state and the markets. Khilnani (2001:30) argues 
that it is not useful to interpret the state and civil society in binary 
opposition to each other; a more useful approach is to examine its 
intermeshed nature with the state.  
Similarly, Mitlin et al. (2007:1703) argue that a pessimistic reading 
of NGOs as ‗agents of neo-liberalism‘ undermines the genuine work of 
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some of the NGOs in actually resisting these very forces; they further state 
that NGOs are involved in both forging hegemony and counter-hegemony 
even when they are not aware of it. Neera Chandhoke (2002:45) argues that 
―civil society possesses no one characteristic, no one core, no one essential 
nature. Civil society is what its inhabitants make of it‖. It is hence necessary 
to recognize the layers or levels of elitism that exist among civil society 
organizations, ranging from grassroots organizations arising out of the 
subaltern domains to plush national and international level ones. It is also 
important to distinguish between their modes of operation and their 
outreach and ability to connect with the subaltern groups. 
C. Blurred Boundaries and leakage between elite and subaltern 
As noted above, the ‗elite‘/ ‗subaltern‘ binary in classifying civil 
society is problematic like the other binary classifications in social sciences 
since it does not account for the leakages and flows between the middle 
class and the poor. In a democratic context, the existences of vibrant civil 
society and political society (a society of subaltern associations explained 
below) facilitate movements and ‗leaching‘ across these two categories. 
Sharma (2008) argues that subaltern politics make possible ―demotic‖ 
politics that enables the language of the common people to leach into the 
elite. For example, although fishing communities have historically been 
marginalized (Kurien, 2005), there are cases even within these communities 
where higher-income, powerful or more educated individuals have 
transcended the ‗subaltern‘ identity by entering middle class institutions, or 
have forged contacts with ‗elite‘ institutions (such as the political parties, 
the state and the NGOs) and have brought benefits for themselves, their 
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families and communities. But such individuals are few and limited. As 
argued by feminist geographers (Valentine, 2007; McDowell, 2008) we 
cannot completely give up traditional social categories of race, gender and 
class, since these are persistent categories. Similarly I cannot completely 
give up the ‗elite/subaltern‘ binary for my analysis of the post-tsunami 
management by institutions and individuals. Hence in the post-tsunami 
context, I choose to follow the categories of ‗elite‘ and ‗subaltern‘ to carry 
out the analysis of the empirical data that I have collected from the field.  
While there are problems with the ‗elite/subaltern‘ concepts and terms, they 
still have a salience and power that affect people‘s everyday lives.   
Identity politics based on social movements in India often are often 
a product of hybridized action from middle class institutions and 
individuals and the poor subaltern masses. A classic example of this is 
Narmada Bachao Andolan (Save the Narmada River), a social movement to 
prevent the construction of a series of dams along the River Narmada which 
would cause displacement of many tribal people and farmers. The 
movement is an amalgamation by human rights activists, social workers, 
environmentalists, film stars, farmers and tribal people
16
 representing a 
complex mix of ‗elite‘ and ‗subaltern‘ categories in protecting the rights of 
―populations‖. Thus, for conceptualizing my study, I am conscious of the 
movements and leakages across these two broad categories.  
                                                            
16 Friends of River Narmada http://www.narmada.org/sardarsarovar.html (a coalition of 
individuals and organisations that supports the Narmada Bachao Andolan.  
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There are numerous other examples of social movements in 
different parts of India that prove that the western model of civil society – 
as ‗bourgeois society‘ based on western principles of liberty and equality – 
is not totally relevant to India. The leaching of the middle class into 
subaltern or poor people‘s politics in India shows clearly that civil society is 
a highly complex domain (Chandhoke 2003; Tandon, 2003). Indian 
scholars critique the conceptualization of civil society as a ‗third sphere‘ 
totally outside and independent of the state and the market; instead they 
contend that the state itself is instrumental in giving birth to and setting the 
limits of civil society. Chandhoke (2003:53) argues that civil society in 
India is:   
far from being a realm of solidarity and warm, personalized 
interaction, is itself a divided and hierarchically structured realm. 
Here we will find organizations of the dominated battling for 
survival; patriarchal structures existing alongside women‘s groups 
struggling for a place in the sun; and caste-based groups along with 
Dalit movements fighting for dignity.  
  
 In practice, there are a range of civil society organizations in India 
that have originated from the subaltern domain or ‗grassroots organisations‘ 
(see Handy et al., 2007) that work to fulfill the agendas of the subaltern 
masses for the protection of their land and livelihoods. Like the elites, the 
domain of the subalterns too, is marked by layers of marginality based on 
class, caste and gender positions. For example, it is widely known that 
lower caste dalits are disadvantaged in Indian society; however, dalit 
women are more oppressed than their men as they are susceptible to sexual 
violence and abuse from both from their own men and upper caste men and 
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women (Beteille, 1990; Bagchi and Raju, 1993; Rao, 2005; Kapoor, 2007). 
Further, there are examples of movements and exchanges between the two 
categories which feed into each other.   
Following Chatterjee (2004), in the context of my study, I argue that 
the coastal fishing communities in Tamil Nadu are ‗populations‘ rather than 
‗citizens‘ since they are a minority group with very specific requirements 
that are different from rest of the citizenry. They have been traditionally 
marginalized due to the dominant caste structures in the state of Tamil 
Nadu and are governed by a set of Coastal Regulation Zone policies that do 
not apply to the inland communities. Fishing castes are also considered 
‗polluting‘ on account of the occupation that they pursue. From the above 
features it can be concluded that fishing communities are ‗populations‘ or 
‗subaltern‘ groups as per Chatterjee‘s categorization, and are also the 
objects of elite governance policies.  
While the overall tone of disaster response in India is largely top-
down since the state enjoys the major decision making power, civil society 
and political society may challenge or resist these decisions in multiple 
ways that affect the implementation of policy. It is essential to understand 
the state‘s motives and agendas in responding to disaster situations. For 
example, a number of scholars have highlighted the promotion of neo-
liberal agendas
17
 in the aftermath of recent disasters like Hurricane Katrina 
and the 2004 Boxing Day Tsunami (Klein, 2007; Katz, 2008; Subramanian, 
                                                            
17 Though neo-liberalism in disaster response is not the central theme of this thesis, it is 
important to understand the agenda of the state in the post-disaster phase to unravel the 
identity politics of response.   
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2009).  It is also important to appreciate the range of civil society 
organizations that exist in the field and respond to disasters. In the case of 
the 2004 Tsunami in Tamil Nadu, while most of the NGOs partnered with 
the state to carry out housing and livelihood interventions, there were others 
that actively challenged these rehabilitation policies which would affect the 
lives of the coastal fishing communities adversely. For an understanding of 
disaster responses, it is thus essential to understand the nature and 
objectives of the different types of organizations that pre-exist versus those 
that arrive on the scene after the disaster occurs.  
It is also important to recognize the fractures, hierarchies and 
tensions within the elite and subaltern domains (Chandhoke, 2003). For 
example, within the space of civil society, there is competition for getting 
tangible projects (like housing) and establishing a greater stake in the 
process of ‗doing good‘, expanding brand names, constituencies and 
funding opportunities (Korf, 2006; Naraindas, 2008). Most NGOs have 
become parallel bureaucracies and seek more funding and projects to 
sustain themselves (Nagar and Raju, 2003; Anupamlata et al., 2006) and 
this has important bearings on the way they operate in the field and work 
for/with the subaltern subjects.   
Having conceptualized the larger state-society relationships in India, 
I go on to conceptualizing social identity at the community and individual 
levels. The macro-politics of the state, civil and political society impact 
communal and household relationships and a thesis on identity should entail 
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a discussion of politics at these levels and their interconnectedness with 
each other.    
 1.3.2 Grading identity: Intersectionality and fluidity  
Any study of social identity should take into account the 
intersectionality of multiple axes of marginalization and the fluidity of 
identities (Valentine, 2007; Mc Dowell, 2008). Though I examine the 
identity politics of disaster response within the larger purview of state-
society relationships i.e. the state, civil society and political society, I 
nuance the grassroots level analysis with an awareness of the 
intersectionality of vectors of social identities to understand the lived 
experiences of ordinary men and women after the Tsunami, which is my 
broad aim.    
I am conscious that there are layers of elitism and subalternism in 
society and that these affect how different groups of people experience 
power and resist in post-disaster situations. There is an elite layer among 
the populations that maybe broadly grouped as ‗subaltern‘, such as the 
trawler owners in the fishing communities, who control critical resources of 
production and have political connections with the ruling elite. Similarly, 
there is a subaltern layer among the elites too. For example a small NGO 
that does not have enough resources to fund its activities and is dependent 
upon funding from the state or international donors may be rendered 
subaltern in the decision making process (Stiles, 2002; Townsend et al., 
2004; Bebbington, 2004). 
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Elite and subaltern subject positions are determined by decision 
making powers that different institutions and individuals wield in a post-
disaster context. While the patriarchal nature of the state, community and 
families in India generally puts men in more favorable positions to decide 
and negotiate rehabilitation, parallel class, caste and education structures 
provide ‗elite‘ women an entry into the post-disaster decision making. The 
‗ruling elite‘ are thus created not only on account of their advantaged 
gender but also on account of other forms of advantageous social identities 
such as higher class, caste and educational status.  
Similarly, subalternism in a disaster context is a complex social 
position created by multiple deprivations arising from belonging to the 
lower class, race, caste or gender and the lack of inclusion in the making of 
critical decisions regarding rehabilitation, recovery and development. Thus, 
I extend the use of the binary categories of ‗men/women‘ to include 
‗elite/subaltern‘, class and caste positions that render some people more 
vulnerable to disasters than the others and put some people in more 
powerful positions than others. I am thus proposing that the ‗men/women‘ 
binary cannot be given up but has to be expanded to take into account the 
complexities of social identities that exist on the ground.  Thus the analysis 
of my empirical data will be based on multiple categories including ‗elite 
men and women‘, ‗upper class men and women‘, ‗subaltern men and 
women‘ and so on, in a disaster context. The intersectionality of different 
axes of social inequalities such as gender, class, caste, education, 
occupation, age, marital status and social networks produces multiple 
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categories of advantageousness and marginalization and my empirical 
chapters will elucidate some of these intersecting categories that were 
observed in the field in the 2004 Tsunami response in Tamil Nadu.  
While using the compounded identity categories of ‗elite men and 
women‘ and ‗subaltern men and women‘ for analysis, I do recognise and 
acknowledge that even these categories have their shortcomings. However, 
some sort of categorisation is necessary to understand the identity politics 
of disaster response. For example Sharma (2008:167) has critiqued the use 
of the category ‗dalit women‘ similar to my usage of subaltern women on 
account that such a categorisation tends to universalize the needs of dalit 
women and assumes ‗natural affinity‘ of interests among similarly 
identified groups of women. While I agree with Sharma‘s (2008) contention 
to not essentialise women‘s needs in development, I contend that some 
degree of ‗strategic essentialism‘18 (Spivak, 1986) is necessary to 
understand/analyze marginality. Hence some categories have to be 
developed as a starting point for the analysis of power and inequalities in a 
disaster management situation.   
Vinay Bahl (1997:1341) provides a valid critique of the 
conceptualization of the subaltern by the subaltern studies school when she 
argues that it has been demarked based on culture and not significantly 
nuanced: 
                                                            
18 The term strategic essentialism means that while recognizing the differences within a 
social category such as ‗woman‘, sometimes essentialising their experiences is necessary to 
have a feminist politics that addresses common issues such as violence and rape. Spivak 
argues that the experience of rape is the same for a black and a white woman and calls for 
strategic essentialism to protest against it.   
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Since dalit women are not all educated or employed on the same 
level, it creates another type of exclusion. For example, dalit women 
from Maharashtra are better educated and employed than their 
counterparts from Karnataka. Therefore it was Maharashtrian dalit 
women who represented all Indian dalit women at Beijing. Thus, 
here too, a certain section of dalit women was rendered anonymous.  
This is similar to the postcolonial feminist critiques of the category 
‗women‘ discussed above. This means that like the category ‗women‘, the 
category ‗subaltern‘ has too has to be deconstructed and nuanced much 
more than what it presently signifies.   
While the usage of ‗elite‘ and ‗subaltern‘ may be as problematic as 
the fixed binary of ‗men‘ and ‗women‘, this shortcoming can be overcome 
by appreciating the layers of elitism and subalternism that exist in societies 
and the movements across these domains. As Cupples (2007:156) posits, 
gendered identities are ―shifting and precarious‖, similarly the categories 
‗elite‘ and ‗subaltern‘ are relative and keep changing in varied situations. 
There is a constant struggle for power in societies as the subaltern groups 
constantly try to appropriate power through various means of open and 
subtle resistances. The ‗subaltern‘ groups adopt various ways to get their 
interests met in a disaster and development context and gendered 
resistances take place at various societal scales or sites from the state, 
communities, markets and families.  
In a disaster context, men and women resist and negotiate at all 
these levels; the state both negotiates and collaborates with the international 
humanitarian organizations, similarly national and local civil society 
organizations negotiate projects with the state and the communities 
negotiate rehabilitation with both the state and civil society. Within 
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communities, privileged members tend to appropriate external interventions 
and ordinary members resist such moves. At the household level, gendered 
negotiations constantly take place between men and women. The subaltern 
domain is marked by struggles for achieving stakes in rehabilitation 
programmes of the state and civil society organizations. Resistance against 
the rural elite was a key feature in negotiating rehabilitation among fishing 
communities in coastal Tamil Nadu. Different resistance techniques (both 
open and subtle) were adopted by fishing groups to safeguard their land 
rights and get greater shares in livelihood interventions.  
In the next section, I discuss the theorizations of power and 
resistance that I employ for this thesis. I use power as a ‗relative concept‘ (a 
Foucauldian interpretation of power), since each actor in disaster response 
has greater or lesser decision-making and implementing power in relation to 
the other.     
1.3.3 Elite Capture and Rural Resistance  
There are mixed impacts of external interventions in rural 
communities which have pre-existing power structures in place. While 
some development programmes may be sensitive to the local social milieu, 
most external agencies develop interventions at locations far away from the 
field and tend to enter the community through its elite (Guijt and Shah, 
1998; Cooke and Kothari, 2001). This act of external agencies provides a 
good ground for both manipulation by the elite and resistance by the 




A. Elite capture and limits to participation  
Since this thesis is grounded in a coastal fishing community context 
(which is rural in nature), it is important to conceptualize power and 
resistance at the community level. Coastal fishing communities are divided 
along gender and class lines, that is, differences emanating primarily from 
the performance of productive and social reproduction and the ownership of 
boats and nets or not (Busby, 2000). Thus, while designing interventions for 
these communities, it is important to ground them in the gender and class 
differences prevalent in this community.    
Guijt and Shah (1998) in the ‗Myth of the Community‘ have 
correctly argued that most often, community differences are simplified and 
power relations poorly understood while designing interventions for 
communities. The authors present that gendered needs and differences are 
often overlooked in policy-making over the world. Dasgupta and Beard 
(2007) argue that community governance is particularly vulnerable to elite 
capture because participants enter the process from unequal positions of 
power. Dasgupta and Beard (2007:233) further explain that: 
There are different types of elites at the community level, such as 
social, political and economic elites. Sources of elite power may 
include land holdings, kinship, lineage, employment, political party 
affiliation, educational attainment, religious affiliation, or tenure in 
the community….. Other factors influencing elite capture are the 
frequency and intensity with which elites participate, as compared to 
non-elites; the capacity of elites to advance special interests; and 
their power to exclude other participants and issues.  
The phenomenon of ‗elite capture‘ is used in the community 
development literature to explain how community leaders appropriate 
development programmes meant for the larger good of the communities 
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(Dasgupta and Beard, 2007). Scholars highlight that external agencies often 
talk to the communities through its leaders since it appears to be the most 
convenient way and it is also impossible to bypass the authority of the local 
leaders (Kothari, 2001). Community leaders in turn often misuse their 
authority to manipulate the interventions and resources meant for the larger 
community for their own good; studies have also pointed out how rural 
poor are sometimes complicit in the process of elite capture as they 
perceive it as the most efficient way of carrying out a programme (Platteau 
and Gaspart, 2003). However, elite capture and power abuse are tolerated as 
long as ―the patron is able to meet the demands made by his clients who are 
concerned above all with ensuring their daily livelihood‖ (Chabal and 
Daloz, 1999:42).  
 Dasgupta and Beard (2007:244) however, caution against 
essentialising all community elites as ‗corrupt‘ as they explain the 
important distinction between ‗elite capture‘ and ‗elite control‘. There are 
distinctions between different elite members in communities, which 
influence the way development programmes are carried out in the area. 
Whereas elite capture is a process that does not let benefits reach the poorer 
intended beneficiaries, elite control could imply that the elite are spending 
their time in making decisions and governing the project. With examples 
from Indonesia‘s urban poverty reduction programme, Dasgupta and Beard 
(2007:238) found that in four case study areas in Indonesia, different 
situations related to elite capture and control were experienced; while in one 
area, the presence of ‗younger elites‘ ensured ‗fair‘ and ‗equitable‘ benefits 
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for the poor, in another, despite elite control the programme was largely a 
success due to protocols developed by the ‗traditional‘ and the 
‗professional‘ elites to protect community resources from capture. Evidence 
from these authors suggests that there was substantial resistance to elite 
capture among communities in Indonesia and that all elites were not 
‗unfair‘ and ‗corrupt‘.  
Research on the state sponsored Employment Assurance Scheme 
(EAS) in Midnapore district of Bihar in India by Williams et al. (2003) 
suggested that social networks are very important for the poor to be able to 
gain access to the benefits under this scheme. Williams et al. (2003:187) 
argue that the ‗developmental state‘ was not an all embracing presence 
within the villages and that connection with the economic elite was still 
important for the poor (that is – a powerful employer was still of greater 
interest to them than participating in state-sponsored activities).  Williams 
et al. (2003:188) note that often the poor do not have sufficient skills, 
knowledge and confidence and that these act as practical constraints in the 
participation of the poor in development processes. Further, they argue that 
simply enhancing opportunities for poor people‘s participation will not 
cause the transformation of oppressive power relations and gender, class 
and caste based marginalisation among communities.  
 Similarly, Chhotray (2005) with the help of a watershed 
management programme represents the gap between state policy 
formulation regarding participation and implementation in India. Chhotray 
(2005:441) argues that the Indian state‘s capacity to actively dictate the 
practice of participation is limited. This disjuncture, she argues, is a result 
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of policy being formulated by a small group of bureaucrats in New Delhi 
and implementation by another set of officers and NGOs in the field who 
may interpret the policy in different ways. Hence, attitudes of people at 
different levels of formulation and implementation assume an important 
role in how participation will be interpreted. Chhotray (2005: 443) further 
contends that the failure to ensure participation in these schemes, does not 
affect any of the actor‘s reputation or jobs and hence makes it easier for 
them to not follow guidelines related to participation. Chhotray (2005:444) 
concludes with similar findings to those of Williams et al. (2003):  
Participation served the interests of the economically advantaged, 
reconstituting rather than challenging relations of power and 
patronage. The use of participation by the multilayered state 
apparatus in a self-consuming internal vortex of responsiveness, 
reporting and representation is worrying.       
The above literature on participation highlights the marginalisation of the 
real poor into development programmes. Participation has also been 
conceptualised as ―tyrannical‖ by Cooke and Kothari (2001) as it can lead 
to the unjust and illegitimate exercise of power. Existing studies are 
however silent on the gendered aspects of participation (since they 
emphasise on classed exclusions). Agarwal (2001) however, in her 
evaluation of Joint Forest Management (JFM) Programmes in different 
parts of India argues that women‘s voices are neglected and their 
participation remains low in these so-called ‗participatory‘ approaches to 
the management of natural resources. She explains that women were often 
sidelined in meetings called to discuss forest management programmes and 
were seldom ever allowed to speak in a largely male gathering, although 
gathering firewood from the forest was primarily the chore of women. 
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Agarwal‘s (2001:1641) finding is similar to that of Chhotray (2005) stated 
above, as she argues that although there is provision for participation by the 
upper level policy makers the lackadaisical attitude of lower level 
bureaucrats in the field may prove a serious setback to the implementation 
of participatory approaches. Further, social norms hinder women‘s 
participation in various programmes of the state as they have to bargain 
within their households, communities and with the state to establish their 
stakes in these programmes.  
In this section, I have highlighted the concept of elite capture and 
the limitations to participation of the poor and women in particular in 
development programmes due to several reasons including lack of 
capacities among the poor, unfavourable social norms for women, elite 
control and capture, and apathy of the implementing officers. This provides 
important inputs for this thesis as these limitations to participation get 
repeated in disaster contexts. Even in post-disaster situations the state and 
community elites get together to design and disburse relief and other 
interventions often leading to marginalisation of the subaltern groups on 
account of their class, caste and gender. A key point that the literature 
highlights is that the elite favour the elite, thus perpetuating elitism – that is 
the state elite approach the community elite for interventions, thus 
strengthening their positions in the community.  
While it is true that marginalised groups are caught in a series of 
power relations that inhibit their participation in development, the literature 
also demonstrates that constant negotiations go on between the rural elite 
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and subaltern groups wherein the subaltern seek to extend their privileges in 
the community through active and passive resistances.  
 B. Resistance to Elite Capture  
 It is first of all necessary to unpack the term resistance and 
understand what constitutes resistance. Kirkvliet (2009:23) provides a 
comprehensive definition of resistance:   
Resistance refers to what people do that shows disgust, anger, 
indignation or opposition to what they regard as unjust, unfair, 
illegal claims on them by people in higher, more powerful class and 
status positions or institutions. Stated positively, through their 
resistance, subordinate people struggle to affirm their claims to what 
they believe they are entitled to based on values and rights 
recognised by a significant proportion of other people similar to 
them.  
  
 Resistance in different forms exists in all rural and urban settings as 
communities are never homogenous. Obvious power differentials accruing 
from caste, class and gender differences exist in these settings. Many 
scholars have theorised resistance (see section 2.2 in the next Chapter) but 
for this thesis I primarily use James Scott‘s (1985) conceptualisation of 
resistance to understand the post-Tsunami classed conflict. Scott has written 
on several themes including classed resistance in everyday rural life (in 
1985), the failure of states to ensure the wellbeing of their populations (in 
1998) and how ‗stateless‘ communities resist the attempts to being 
governed (in 2009). For this thesis, his earlier work (1985) on everyday 
resistance is most relevant and useful.  
In the everyday lives of rural communities, subtle resistances, such 
as criticising the elite, boycotting events organised by them, lying, stealing 
grains, burning tractors and other equipments owned by the elite is more 
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common (Scott, 1985). James Scott (1985) theorises these everyday acts of 
subtle resistance which he calls ‗The Weapons of the Weak‘. He elaborates 
that many strategies are adopted by the poor to negotiate better deals for 
themselves in the agricultural system (including shaming the rich by 
accusing them of being arrogant and stingy). Forms of open resistance he 
argues are rarer than everyday subtle acts of resistance, due to the ―dull 
compulsions of economic relations‖ (Marx in Scott, 1985:246) which 
compels the poor to accept oppressive conditions since they have no means 
to change them.    
Scott (1985:255) points out that there is a ―constant process of 
testing and renegotiation on both sides – there is a never ending attempt to 
seize every small advantage ..... to probe the limits of the existing 
relationships‖. For instance petty and not so petty thefts had become 
inscribed in the social structure of Scott‘s study village and though the 
‗rich‘ in the community were substantially angered by these acts, they were 
also fearful of them.  
Scott expresses surprise over the relative rarity of open resistance in 
the Malay peasant village. He notes that even when small groups of people 
organise an attack on a property it is usually anonymous and nocturnal. 
Further, he has not examined the conditions under which these subtle 
resistance turn into open ones, this is one of the main criticisms of his work 
(see Adnan, 2007), neither is there a discussion around what happens to the 
intra-community relationships when an extreme event like a disaster occurs. 
Scott has also not examined the gendered dimensions of rural everyday 
resistances as there is no discussion of how men and women resist elite 
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control differentially. I use Scott as a starting point in my thesis to 
understand gendered and classed resistances in a disaster-affected 
community. As discussed above, I realise that Scott‘s work has 
shortcomings and I propose to extend this work by incorporating women‘s 
resistance strategies in the aftermath of a disaster.  
 Scott (1985:273) contends that ―there are no riots, no 
demonstrations, no arson, no organised social banditry and no open 
violence‖ in the everyday lives of the peasant community in his study and 
concludes that everyday forms of covert resistances form the bedrock of 
rural societies. These everyday acts can be individual ones (such as theft or 
murder of livestock) and/or symbolic acts (such as the boycotting feasts, 
defaming people). Scott posits that one should not simply read resistance in 
these acts as there may be mixed intentions of immediate gains and what 
may be resistance in these acts. There are clear distinctions between 
open/real acts of resistance and the individual/ subtle acts with the former 
being more organised and principled and the latter being unorganised and 
opportunistic in their intention and meaning. This, however, according to 
Scott, does not imply that the less open forms are trivial or non-important as 
he explains with the example of the Russian revolution where the 
―haemorrhage in the tsarist forces was largely self-indulgent, unorganised 
and individual although thousands of individuals threw down their arms and 
headed home‖ (Scott, 1985:293).    
Scott argues that ―bread and butter‖ issues are fundamental to lower 
class politics and bulk of peasant politics in history has been based on these 
individual, opportunistic and ―un-principled‖ sorts of acts as the poor do not 
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have access to institutional skills that are necessary for organised forms of 
resistance. The intention of the lower classes is nearly always survival and 
persistence- much of what they do should be understood as compliance 
however grudgingly (Scott, 1985: 293). Scott, criticises the Gramscian 
concept of hegemony –―ideological domination‖ as falling short as it does 
not account for the ways in which the subordinate classes are able to 
―penetrate and demystify‖ the prevailing ideology (p317). Scott argues that 
although the subordinate class is complicit in maintaining the power status 
quo, they do have goals and aspirations in the realm of idle dreams which 
could become a realistic goal tomorrow.  
Building on Scott‘s work, other scholars have pointed out how 
everyday subtle resistances may turn into open, organised ones. For 
instance, Adnan (2007) argues that there is flexibility in the tactics of the 
‗weak‘ which keep slipping between covert and overt forms and it is 
important to understand what sorts of events trigger such slippages and 
movements in the strategies of resistance by the ‗weak‘. Further, Adnan 
(2007) cautions against essentialising all everyday poor people‘s resistances 
as covert and advises the need to broaden the scope to explore resistance on 
a ‗middle ground between everyday and exceptional forms of resistance‘. 
Scott‘s work has influenced the subaltern school theorists to advance their 
initial focus on open, violent revolutions to incorporate the everyday 
evidence of resistance in rural communities (Ludden 2003:11). Subaltern 
studies has gained and advanced from Scott‘s and other scholars work over 
the years. Scott‘s (1998) book called Seeing like the State also provides 
interesting insights into the failure of states and worsening state-society 
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relationships in many cases. Like Chatterjee (1998) and Nandy (1983), 
Scott (1998:7) too criticizes the modernistic project of the state which he 
feels disregards its subjects‘ ―values, desires and objections‖ thus 
disempowering them. Further, he contends that a prostrate civil society is 
unhelpful in resisting the authoritarianism of the state. In the next section I 
sum up the theoretical strains that I am using to conceptualise the study of 
identity in disaster contexts.  
1.4 STUDYING IDENTITY POLITICS IN THE 2004-TSUNAMI 
RESPONSE 
The above discussion of key concepts such as the state, civil society 
and political society in India, elite capture and participation in development 
and resistance has provided me a clear approach to examine the identity 
politics of the Tsunami response. These key concepts are helpful in 
identifying and understanding the categories elite and subaltern in India and 
the relationship that they share. 
I have employed the understandings of the category subaltern 
provided by the subaltern school of theorists, but it is important to 
understand the limitations of this theory. The main limitation of the 
subaltern school theorization is provided by Vinay Bahl (1997, 2003) as she 
argues that the subaltern school has not taken into account the global 
capitalist flows of workers while theorizing subalterneity. Bahl contends 
that transnational movements in the current global order are important 
factors contributing to subalterneity and vulnerability. The theorization of 
the subaltern by the subaltern school of theorists thus needs to be extended 
to use them for future studies.  
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The definition of ‗subaltern‘ has undergone changes through 
decades, a key aspect being the inclusion of gender. Similarly, Chatterjee 
(2004) has advanced the analysis of the subaltern by differentiating between 
citizens and populations. Bahl (1997, 2003) suggests the expansion of the 
concept to include people that are marginalized due to globalization. Bahl 
(1997: 1342) notes that:  
Subaltern studies does not care to note that transnational linkages 
are essentially stateless and held together not only by flows of 
commodities (labour and material) but also by marriage; clans and 
dialect, for example, in the case of Chinese businesses in Taiwan, 
Singapore, Malaysia and within the US. Here class is overlaid by 
ethnic, racial and gender divisions of labour. With the impetus 
towards globalisation, cultural responses to the expansion of the 
market provide inter-subjective meanings and intermediate 
inequalities arising from a changing division of labour in various 
manifestations.  
Bahl (1997) argues that the neglect of ethnic, race and gender dimensions in 
the theorization of subaltern (due to the emphasis on class and caste), can 
be overcome by the incorporation of intersectionality with other axes of 
social identity in this conceptualisation.  
Ludden (2003) highlights the importance of the national context in 
theorizing the subaltern. He argues that in different nations, varied criteria 
could be used to ascertain who is the subaltern (i.e. who has been denied a 
voice in which context). An example of this can be found in the work of de 
Mel (2009:8) in the post-Tsunami Sri Lankan context who argues: 
While southern Sinhala women felt no threat by the Sinhala soldiers 
and officers who participated in immediate humanitarian relief 
efforts and establishment of the camps, Tamil and Muslim women 
of the East felt less secure in the presence of a military they 
regarded as adversarial.  
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In this particular context, ethnicity and gender assumed a greater 
importance in the creation of subalterneity (than class and caste). An 
analysis of identity politics in post-disaster situations reveals who is the 
most vulnerable subaltern in relation to the other subalterns. For example, 
Pincha (2008) highlights that while women in general were vulnerable in 
the post-Tsunami context, the transgendered people were most vulnerable 
(since there was no government-order for their rehabilitation initially and 
they were abused by their communities and family members in the 
aftermath of the disaster; see Chapter 5 for details).  
Subalternism in post-disaster situations is hence created by complex 
denials from the state, communities and households. Multiple deprivations 
at all these levels render some individuals and families more vulnerable 
than the others. The conceptual framework for this study is thus based on 
the notion that there are different layers or degrees of subalternism in the 
field. The overall theoretical and policy contribution of this thesis will be to 
identify different groups of subalterns and groupings of elite. Like the 
subalterns, the elites too have not been differentiated by the subaltern 
school of theorists. Most theoreticians treat the elite as a homogenous group 
(i.e. belonging to upper caste and class) and assume that the elite are 
working against the interests of the subaltern (see for example Kothari‘s 
(1995) assertion that the two Indians are clearly divided). While it is true 
that on many occasions the state fails to listen to subaltern voices or include 
their aspirations in development planning (Kaviraj, 1984; Kothari, 1995; 
Chatterjee, 2004; Corbridge et al., 2005), it is not true that the civil society 
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has not addressed the needs of these groups. Elite politics in India is 
complicated by varied philosophies and workings of different kinds of 
NGOs (Handy et al., 2007; Sahoo, 2007; Govinda, 2009). In the post-
Tsunami context too, different NGOs with varied philosophies responded to 
the disaster. Most NGOs commit to the empowerment of the subalterns, but 
have varied impacts in the field due to their differences in their workings 
and outreach that may serve to empower and disempower their 
constituencies at the same time (Nagar and Raju, 2003; Mitlin et al., 2007; 
Rai, 2008; Sharma, 2008).    
These NGOs do not necessarily work with western modernistic 
outlooks since some of them are deeply committed to the preservation of 
indigenous philosophies and lifestyles (such as NGOs with anti-capitalist 
philosophies and agendas). Thus, the Tsunami response is a good way to 
analyze the diversity within both the elite and subaltern domains and the 
complex processes of power and resistance, empowerment and 
disempowerment that are going on in the field.  
Having spelt out the merits and demerits of the subaltern school, I 
take it on board as a lens of analysis with a critical eye. Drawing heavily 
from the work of Partha Chatterjee (2001, 2004) and its criticisms, I have 
conceptualized further inquiry on state/civil society/political society 
relations in post-Tsunami Tamil Nadu. I have nuanced the study of identity 
politics, by incorporating the consciousness of identity as intersecting and 
fluid (Hyndman and de Alwis, 2003; Valentine, 2007; Mc Dowell, 2008). 
Further, I have examined elite/subaltern struggles at the community level 
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and used Dasgupta and Beard‘s (2007) explanation of elite capture and 
James Scott‘s (1985) conceptualization of everyday rural resistance to 
understand post-Tsunami community disturbances in a coastal fishing 
village in Tamil Nadu. In the next section I provide chapter outlines to 
facilitate the reading of the thesis.     
1.5 ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS AND CHAPTER OUTLINES 
The empirical chapters of this thesis are organized according to 
scales of the state, community and household. In Chapter 2, I review the 
literature on identity and disasters. The chapter is divided into two main 
themes of which the first deals with the state responses to disasters and 
resistance to these state-led processes of neo-liberalism. The second section 
deals with literature on identity and disasters. The aim of reviewing this set 
of literature is to understand empowerment paradigms in humanitarian and 
development organizations and how identity has been discussed in the 
existing literature.   
Chapter 3 lays down the empirical context of the research again 
along the lines of scale. This chapter discusses the treatment of disasters 
and development issues by the Indian and Tamil Nadu state. Further, it 
details gender, class and caste issues among coastal fishing communities in 
South India and constructions of the household and family in South India. 
These sections will set the backdrop to the three empirical chapters based 
on fieldwork 
Chapter 4 details the methodology employed to conceptualize and 
conduct fieldwork, and write this thesis. I discuss my motivation and 
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interest in doing this topic and the issues faced during fieldwork and writing 
of the thesis.  
Chapter 5 introduces the main actors (both elite and the subaltern) 
involved in the response to the 2004 Tsunami. It provides an overview of 
the state and civil society roles and interventions in the management of the 
Tsunami during the Relief, Rehabilitation and Recovery (RRR) phases and 
their impacts on the affected communities particularly with respect to 
housing and land use policy in the post-disaster period. It also provides a 
detailed analysis of the elite/subaltern relationships as decisions are 
imposed (by the elite) and contested (by the subaltern). This chapter 
captures the resistance practices adopted by civil and political societies to 
counter the neo-liberal moves of the state in the aftermath of the Tsunami.  
Chapter 6 examines how intra-community relations were impacted 
due to the post-tsunami interventions by the state and civil society. 
Gendered and classed resistances formed key features of post-tsunami 
interactions within the community. Both open and subtle resistances were 
exacerbated in the post-tsunami period as the elite attempted to manipulate 
the rehabilitation and recovery processes in their own favour. These 
processes of manipulation gave rise to resistances and partial appropriation 
of power by the subaltern which contributed to altered intra-community 
relationships.                    
Chapter 7 elaborates on the impacts of the 2004 Tsunami and the 
ensuing rehabilitation measures on gender relations within selected 
households of the fishing community. Deaths and injuries due to the 
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disaster led to the re-assembling of spheres of production and reproduction 
and often strained gender relations within affected families. Men evading 
their duties and deserting their families is commonly reported in the gender 
and disaster literature. It is most often the women who play central roles in 
facilitating the recovery of households by taking on extra roles of 
production upon them. Using the gender and development tools of analysis 
as background, in this chapter, I deal with NGO interventions and spaces of 
empowerment, resistance and exclusion within the affected community.  
 Chapter 8 concludes by highlighting the theoretical and empirical 
contributions of my study. In this chapter I explain how I have addressed 
my research questions and how social identity categories need to be 
revisited in a post-disaster situation to identify who is the most vulnerable 
and why.        
1.6 CONCLUSION 
In this chapter I have argued that to understand identity politics of 
the 2004 Tsunami response we have to take into account the complex 
interplay of multiple identity positions that exist on the ground. This can be 
done by first of all appreciating the larger state-society relations through 
which one can examine how states deal with disaster-affected communities. 
Further, social identities are complex intersections of multiple vectors of 
social inequality such as gender, class, caste, age, occupation and marital 
status. Hence, I propose an extension of the simple binary categories of 
men/ women, rich/poor, upper caste/lower caste to complex intersections of 
these vectors to understand how different people experienced the disaster. 
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Further, I have argued that assertions of power by different levels of elite 
are countered by resistances from below. I have spelt out which theories of 
resistance I will be using in my analysis of post-Tsunami subaltern 
resistance. I go on to review the existing literature on identity and disaster 


















DISASTER RESPONSE AND SOCIAL IDENTITIES: A 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
To understand the identity politics of disaster response, it is 
important to appreciate the power relations at different levels of response, 
from the international, to the regional, national and local levels, as the 
assertions of power, negotiations and resistances go on at all these scales. 
The review of literature is organised into two main sections.  
The first section deals with state responses to disasters. I illuminate 
different approaches of disaster responses and research from the 1960s to 
present and explain how the treatment of disasters has undergone a change 
from being viewed as purely ‗geophysical‘ events to events embedded with 
socially created vulnerabilities. The purpose of reviewing this set of 
literature is to be able to understand how the perception of disasters has 
progressed among academics, policy makers and practitioners in the last 
few decades. This set of literature is essential for understanding the ways in 
which states and civil societies over the world have responded, and 
continue to respond to disaster situations.    
The second set of literature on social identities and disasters sets the 
context for my second and third research objectives related to how 
communities and individuals experience disaster and negotiate relief, 
rehabilitation and recovery for themselves in different socio-cultural 
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contexts. Inequalities based on gender, race, class, caste, marital status, and 
occupation and age impact people‘s vulnerabilities before, during and after 
disasters (Wisner et al., 2004). Therefore this set of literature will help me 
articulate the processes of power and resistance in post-disaster situations. 
I argue that the study of identities and disasters can be divided into 
two phases: the first one before 2003 where most of the studies (Khondker, 
1996; Fordham, 1998; Enarson and Morrow, 1998; Hoffman, 1999; Rashid 
and Michaud 2000; Cannon 2002) were more empirically focussed and 
based on descriptions of women‘s vulnerabilities before, during and after 
disasters and the second phase started post-2003 when a new framework for 
the research on identity and disasters was proposed by Hyndman and de 
Alwis (2003), who argued that the ―gender box‖ is simply inadequate to 
understand the complex experiences of women, who were oppressed based 
on both their gender and ethnicity in the context of Sri Lanka. They contend 
that gender has to be studied in conjunction with women‘s place in 
nationalist discourses (Tamil and Sinhala in the case of Sri Lanka), since 
gender and nationalism are mutually constitutive in the context of Sri 
Lanka. Similarly, in other socio-political contexts, identity positions such as 
belonging to a particular race, such as ‗black‘ in the USA, may highly 
impact women‘s everyday lives and experiences of disasters (hooks, 1986; 
Adleman and Enguidanos, 1995; Enarson, 2006). In the second phase (post-
2003) there is burgeoning literature after the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami 
and 2005 Hurricane Katrina which suggests the heavily ‗classed‘ and 
‗raced‘ nature of disaster impacts (Sennett, 2005; Lavelle and Feagin, 2006; 
57 
 
Brunsma, et al. 2007; Hartman and Squires, 2008; Levitt and Whitaker, 
2009). This literature suggests that ordinary men‘s and women‘s 
experiences of disasters are influenced by the other identity positions to 
which they belong.       
2.2 DISASTER RESPONSE: NEO-LIBERALISM, ITS IMPACTS 
AND RESISTANCE     
    
The literature on disaster responses provides a framework for 
understanding the state (both Indian and Tamil Nadu governments) 
responses to the 2004 Tsunami. Recent writings on disaster responses from 
states are critical of the shrinking welfare and increasing neo-liberal turn in 
state policy after the occurrence of disasters. They increasingly point out 
that disaster-affected people‘s access to amenities such as health, education 
and water is diminishing due to privatisation of these facilities (Klein, 2007; 
Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008; Katz, 2008; Ruwanpura, 2009b.; 
Subramaniam, 2009). My review of this literature is divided into two parts. 
In the first part, I review the literature on how states have responded to 
disaster situations and what impacts these responses have had on affected 
communities. In the second section, I discuss the literature on resistance to 
the neo-liberal moves of the state.  
 2.2.1 States and disaster responses    
The approaches to disaster management have undergone different 
paradigms since the 1950s. I first highlight briefly the early appreciation 
and responses to disasters (in the 1950s) and how these understandings 
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underwent changes to arrive at the present paradigm of neo-liberalist 
approaches by the state. Influenced by the work of Gilbert White (1945) on 
adaptation, the behavioural approach to the management of disasters was 
dominant in the 1950s. Burton et al. (1993) explain that this approach was 
an essentially western interpretation of disasters, which concentrated too 
much on technology and capitalism and treated disaster as ‗extreme 
geophysical event‘. Sociologists, anthropologists and human geographers 
called for broadening this narrow interpretation of disasters as purely 
physical events to viewing them as ―functions of ongoing social orders, 
human-environment relations, and historical structural processes‖ (Oliver-
Smith, 1999:22). In the next thirty years (1960-1990) Marxist scholars 
(dependency theorists) influenced an integrated approach combining the 
political-economic and the cultural-ecological perspectives called the 
structural paradigm (see for example Waddell, 1983; Hewitt, 1983; 
Quarentelli, 1998). These scholars envisaged solutions based on the 
redistribution of wealth rather than on the application of science and 
technology for managing disasters. While disaster paradigms have moved 
on to issues such as vulnerability and resilience, this stream of thinking 
remains valid as it is often the poor in the Majority World
19
 who are most 
prone to disasters.    
                                                            
19
  Majority and Minority world is now used in academic circles to refer to the ‗Third‘ and 
‗First World‘ respectively. See for instance Timothy Doyle‘s (2005) book Environmental 




By the 1990s it was well recognised by academics and policy 
makers that two components characterize disasters: external variability, 
which is the natural or technological phenomena that triggers the disaster; 
and internal complexity which refers to the social, environmental, cultural, 
political, economic, physical and technological events (Varley, 1994; 
Wisner et. al, 2004; Oliver-Smith, 1999). This thinking known as the 
‗vulnerability paradigm‘ was popular in the 1990s wherein it was 
recognised that multiple kinds of vulnerability including physical, social, 
economic, cultural, political and ecological, renders communities prone to 
the impacts of disastrous events (Wilches-Chaux cited by Bankoff et al., 
2004:11). From the 21
st
 century onwards both vulnerability and resilience 
approaches have been popular in thinking about, researching and managing 
disasters.   
Terry Cannon (1994:14) explains how national economic and power 
systems create gendered, classed and ethnicity related inequalities which 
affect people‘s vulnerabilities in the event of a disaster. Structural 
Adjustment Programmes and globalisation in the ‗Majority World‘ have 
been identified as major causes of the worsening of socio-economically 
deprived sections of the society. For example, Enarson (1998:159) explains 
that ―women‘s lives have been made more disaster prone through 
globalization, environmental degradation, hyper-urbanisation and other 
massive structural forces‖.  She argues that gender and development 
researchers have documented that the gendered division of labour, and 
women‘s domestic responsibilities, productive labour and community roles 
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place them at the center, not the margins, of global development trends thus 
increasing their workloads and socioeconomic vulnerability (Enarson, 
1998). 
Arundhati Roy (2001:16) explains how globalization is ruining the 
rural economy in India by impoverishing farmers (both those that over-
produce and those that produce little) and pushing them to the cities where 
they live in even more vulnerable conditions in the slums. Using case 
studies of the big dams (such as Sardar Sarovar dam on River Narmada), 
Roy argues that privatization of natural resources (forests, mountains and 
rivers) is stripping indigenous tribal groups of their habitats and livelihoods 
leaving them little option but to live in urban slums in poor conditions. In 
yet another speech
20
 on Maoists in India, Roy argues that the Indian state is 
‗waging a war against its own people‘ forcing them to resist in open and 
violent ways.   
In the last three years, especially after the publication of Naomi 
Klein‘s powerful thesis called The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster 
Capitalism that was widely appreciated by academics, journalists, students 
and thinkers
21
 the idea that states across the world are using disasters as 
opportunities to expand capitalism has influenced disaster studies. Referring 
to the 2004 Tsunami, the War in Iraq (2003-2004) and Hurricane Katrina 
                                                            
20 Speech delivered on 2nd June, 2010, Committee for protection of democratic rights, 
Mumbai http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYVqlk3fGOY (accessed on 2nd July, 2010).  
21 After the publication of her book The Shock Doctrine the magazine New Yorker, judged 
Klein as ―the most visible and influential figure on the American left‖. She was also awarded 
the ‗Warwick Prize for Writing‖ in the year 2009 (source http://www.naomiklein.org/shock-
doctrine).   
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(2005), Klein explains how nation-states around the world, especially the 
United States of America, disenfranchise their poorer citizens of rights to 
health and education by privatising essential services. Following Klein‘s 
thesis, many scholars have written about the negative impacts of post-
disaster privatisation on the lives of ordinary men and women in different 
contexts (see for example Gunewardena and Schuller, 2008 and Katz, 
2008). Klein (2007) also illuminates the important role of NGOs in 
preventing capitalist development by arguing that NGOs are key actors in 
the fight for social justice.   
 Gunewardena and Schuller (2008) document case studies where 
corporatisation following by disasters has led to the worsening of the 
affected people‘s lives. The dominant themes that emerge out of the book 
are first that the role of states is central in enabling the increased role of the 
profit seeking private sector after disasters; and second this increased role 
of the private sector poses threats to the well-being of people in post-
disaster situations and renders them more vulnerable to the impacts of 
future disasters. Further, the authors in the volume contend that market-
based approaches to disaster recovery leave little room for participation of 
affected communities and that the lack of corporate social responsibility 
leads to the victimisation of people affected by industrial disasters. 
Globalisation and the opening up of indigenous markets to foreign goods 
also impoverish the peasantry of smaller countries (see also Schuller, 2008 




Most case studies in the book highlight how economic policies 
based on the interests of a few people in the society (the capitalists) serve to 
disenfranchise the poor of their economic rights. Through the case study of 
the Bhopal gas tragedy (an industrial disaster) in 1984 in India, Guillette 
(2008) elucidates the irresponsible actions of the Union Carbide 
Corporation coupled with the insensitivity of the Indian state that led to the 
disaster in the first place followed by inadequate compensation which 
aggravated the vulnerabilities of the affected people. Further, Guillette 
(2008:187) argues that corruption in the Indian government contributed to 
―the denial of human rights, environmental and cultural abuse, and the lack 
of social responsibility in this case‖. These findings echo the vulnerability 
discourse formulated by scholars in the ‗Minority World‘ which argues that 
the countries in the ‗Majority World‘ are incapable of efficient management 
of natural disasters (Bankoff, 2001). This discourse constructs the tropics as 
poverty- and disease-ridden, and disaster-prone due to problems such as 
corruption and poor governance.  
The impact of the Hurricane Katrina in the United States of 
America, however, demonstrated that the countries in the ‗Minority‘ world 
are not fully equipped to manage their disasters either. In a strong critique 
of state preparedness and response to the Hurricane, Bankoff (2006) argues 
that ―developed‖ countries are complacent in their assumptions that they are 
‗disaster-safe‘ due to their advanced building technologies and technocratic 
solutions. Hurricane Katrina exposed the power differentials and societal 
inequalities in the USA that rendered the ‗black Americans‘ more 
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vulnerable to its impact. Class and race figured as the two most important 
features in determining who were the most vulnerable and why, and the 
state was seen as complicit in these discriminatory processes (Sennett, 
2005; Lavelle and Feagin, 2006; Brunsma et al., 2007; Hartman and 
Squires, 2008; Levitt and Whitaker, 2009).  The fact that it was the black 
population that occupied the marginal and sinking land in the city and 
suffered most due to the state‘s apathy reveals the state‘s role in the 
perpetuation of the white elite hegemony in the United States.  Lavelle and 
Feagin (2006) explain that even the state-run schools were less biased 
towards the poorer whites than the poorer blacks thus highlighting the 
violation of the poor black people‘s human rights in both pre and post 
Katrina New Orleans. Similarly, Katz (2008) elucidates how poorer New-
Orleanians were unable to access healthcare and education after the disaster 
due to the closure of state-run hospitals and schools that provided 
subsidised services prior to the Hurricane. This is akin to the plight of 
coastal fishing communities in Tamil Nadu that have been vulnerable while 
fishing at the sea due to accidents and attacks from the Sri Lankan navy 
(see Chapter 7 for details) much before the 2004 Tsunami. The state had 
done little to address these causes of vulnerability before and after the 
Tsunami.    
In the case of the 2004 Tsunami, studies show how the governments 
of India and Sri Lanka used the disaster as an opportunity to promote 
tourism at the expense of the livelihoods of indigenous fishing communities 
in both the countries. Gunewardena (2008:85) for example, details how the 
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local elite in Sri Lanka aligned with the interests of the international 
capitalists that have benefitted most from tourism and contributed to 
furthering social inequalities in the pre and post-Tsunami period. 
Gunewardena (2008:89) argues that the emphasis on earnings from the 
tourism sector ―convoluted‖ the disaster recovery priorities in Sri Lanka.  
Similarly, in the case of the Tamil Nadu coast in India, Subramanian 
(2009:248) explains how ―many corporate investors saw the disaster as an 
opportunity to open up common property previously out of reach to private 
investment‖. Citing Tania Li (2007), Subramanian (2009:247) highlights 
Tamil Nadu state‘s blindness to social identity (caste and class) related 
tensions in the post-disaster phase aggravated the situation:  
The trend of privileging fisher castes was exacerbated by the Tamil 
Nadu government‘s choice of dominant local organisations to 
administer coastal relief: in the north, fisher panchayats, and in the 
south, the Catholic Church. In line with what Tania Li calls neo-
liberal ―governance through community‖ (Li, 2007), the assumed 
isomorphism between territory, authority and community resulted in 
the overlooking of internal coastal schisms of class, caste and 
family.             
Subramanian‘s argument provides a useful lens to examine post-
Tsunami RRR processes wherein the ruling elite aligned with the 
community elite to implement their neo-liberal agendas.  These elite 
collaborations often lead to further marginalisation of subaltern livelihoods 
and security. For example O‘Brien et al. (2004:303) explain that farmers in 
India are becoming more vulnerable due to two main stressors on the 
agricultural sector - climate change and economic globalisation (related to 
trade liberalization and policies such as reductions in agricultural 
subsidies). They argue that the plight of farmers in the country will worsen 
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as they face reducing subsidies from the state and competition from the 
global markets.    
The review of the literature on state responses suggests that 
economic policies of the state are instrumental in influencing the 
vulnerabilities of certain groups of people (disadvantaged groups) such as 
the urban poor black population in the Minority World such as the USA or 
the poor agricultural labourers and fishing communities in the Majority 
World countries such as India. These vulnerabilities manifest in severe 
impacts for these marginalised groups in the case of occurrence of a 
disastrous event.  
While the classed impacts of neo-liberalism are quite heavily 
discussed in the literature, the writing on how gender relations are impacted 
by neo-liberalist policies is more limited. Not only do many state policies 
favour the elite (the industrialists) and the markets, they are also gender-
blind, that is, they have masculinist biases which tend to disadvantage 
women. In the case of water management, Lahiri-Dutt (2006) highlights 
how in most parts around the world, women are inconvenienced due to non-
inclusion in water policy. For instance in a case study of Tasmanian water 
policy, Davidson and Stratford (2006:46) point out that the Australian 
government‘s masculine approach focusing on efficiency fails to include 
the ―feminized ethic of care‖. The authors suggest the recognition of 
multiple uses of water, inclusion of care-giving institutions and opening up 
to new ways of governance as measures to make the policy gender 
balanced. In another case study of water policies fostered in African 
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countries through the World Bank, Foskey (2006:80) highlights that 
privatisation of water services in these countries have increased women‘s 
reproductive burdens as they struggle to fend for their families. Similarly, in 
the context of drought, Alston (2009: 140) argues that the Australian state‘s 
gender blindness and non-recognition of women as equal contributors to 
agriculture worsened women‘s status in agricultural communities of 
Australia. Alston contends that new gender norms (based on equal rights) 
are hard to make an impact, against the deeply entrenched older ones that 
construct farming as a ‗male activity‘.  Alston contends that the assumption 
that families of women who work off-farm do not require assistance from 
the state is essentially a faulty one as it misses the reality of these women‘s 
hardships while supporting their families and the strain this causes of their 
own physical and emotional wellbeing.  
These examples show that faulty assumptions on the part of state-
level policy makers adversely affect women‘s everyday lives. This is an 
important finding for the theoretical framework of my thesis as it shows 
that the scales that I am employing for the study are closely inter-linked and 
I recognise that the separation that I have made for the sake of analysis is an 
artificial one.  
Economic policies of the states that damage the environment and 
strip indigenous communities of their livelihoods however, are not accepted 
by communities in silence. The existing literature demonstrates how 
populations across the world resist neo-liberalist moves of the state in 
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different contexts. In the case of neo-liberal India, Sharma (2008: xxii) 
makes a very pertinent observation as she contends: 
In the face of neo-liberal orthodoxy, which desires to sculpt 
dewelfarised states, poor people‘s activism in India today refuses to 
let the redistributive state fade away. The state, in other words, is 
remade from ―above‖ (by neo-liberal gurus and state managers) as 
well as ―below‖ (by subaltern struggles).   
The struggles from below ensure that some of the brutal capitalist 
legislations of the state that affect the poor agricultural, fishing and 
industrial workers adversely are not implemented. In the next section, I 
review the literature on resistance to the state in the aftermath of disasters 
and to neo-liberal orthodoxy.  
2.2.2 RESISTANCE: EMERGING THEME IN DISASTER STUDIES  
There is a gap in the literature with regard to the coverage of 
resistance strategies of disaster-affected people against the community elite 
or the ruling elite. Little literature exists on this aspect of disasters, except a 
few case studies. Considerable literature, however, exists on environmental 
movements across the world. Some of the key examples from India (such as 
the Narmada Bachao Andolan, 1985 and the Right to Information 
movement, 1990) have been discussed in the conceptual discussion in 
Chapter 1. In particular, the Right to Information Act which was prompted 
by drought conditions in Rajasthan was one of the most successful social 
movements as it led to the passage of a landmark legislation (in 2005) 
wherein citizens can demand access to government documents that were 
previously kept secret from them, thereby deepening democracy in India 
(Sihag and Sihag, 2009).     
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Amoore‘s (2005) edited colume on global resistance highlights the 
important role of civil society in facilitating mass resistance against 
destructive development moves of governments across the world. Ekins 
(2005) for example notes the central role of NGOs in Nairobi in identifying 
issues and advocating environmental protection in the country. In the same 
volume, Falk (2005:133) theorises the idea of a global civil society by 
including the idea of ‗globalisation from below‘: 
Globalisation from below, in addition to a multitude of local 
struggles, is also a vehicle for transnational promotion of 
substantive democracy as a counterweight to neo-liberalism. It 
provides an alternative or a series of convergent alternatives that has 
not yet been posited as a coherent body of theory and practice, but 
remains the inarticulate common ground of emergent global civil 
society.         
Falk (2005:134) suggests that the advancement of the positive prospects of 
a global civil society is dependent upon two factors: achieving a consensus 
on what is ―normative democracy‖; and waging a struggle to orient the 
institutions of governance to a framework of globalisation.      
In the section on gender in the book, Peterson and Runyan (2005) 
discuss how women have displayed their agencies by intervening as peace-
keepers in conflict situations in different places and times across the globe. 
Citing examples from World War II (British Peace Pledge Union) and 
economic struggles in different contexts, the authors explain how women 
resist by ‗non-cooperation‘ to the dominant norms. Similarly, Mohanty 
(2006:488) highlights women‘s central roles in resisting globalisation by 
giving examples such as the 1974 Chipko movement in India (where rural 
women demonstrated agencies as they responded to deforestation by 
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clinging to the trees to protect them with their bodies) and the movement 
against uranium mining and breast milk contamination in the USA. 
Mohanty argues that women have effectively performed leadership roles 
and formed cross-border alliances against corporate injustice and suggests 
that a transnational feminist practice depends on building solidarities across 
various divisions (of place, identity, class, work, belief and so on).   
There are limited case studies in the gender and disaster literature 
that highlight women‘s agencies, resistances and negotiations with their 
communities and states in post-disaster situations. Similarly there is a 
relative rarity of studies that highlight racial, classed, or caste-based 
resistance in the aftermath of disasters. Branco, (2009) for example, 
explains how women in drought-affected northeast Brazil organised 
themselves into rural action groups to engage in income generation 
activities, with the help of NGOs; by doing so, women entered the public 
sphere, challenging patriarchal societal structure and leading to a change in 
men‘s attitudes towards them in some cases.  
Similarly, Enarson and Morrow (1998) illustrate the agency of 
women affected by Hurricane Andrew (1992) in Miami as they organised 
themselves into a coalition to direct more financial resources towards 
themselves and their children‘s needs. Alongside the formal disaster 
management coalition in Miami called ‗We Will Rebuild‘ comprising elite 
and politically connected males, the parallel women‘s coalition which 
emerged was called ‗Women Will Rebuild‘. Enarson and Morrow 
(1998:198) explain that this coalition was a result of the concern of 50 
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women‘s groups about the ―painfully slow‖ pace of recovery. The striking 
features of this coalition were that it was based on feminist principles of 
democratic participation, universal representation (including marginalized 
and small groups) and consensual decision-making. A limitation however, 
was the high diversity and informal structure/hierarchy which led to 
difficulties in building and sustaining consensus, the emergence of informal 
power structures and the crystallization of these structures along each sub-
group‘s agenda.  
Although the coalition of women collapsed ultimately, it was 
successful in achieving additional financial resources for women and 
children and a greater voice for women in disaster recovery, informal 
rewards – individually and collectively – and increased community 
visibility of gender issues. This coalition also demonstrated women‘s unity 
in the face of a crisis which helps them to get heard. Enarson and Morrow 
(1998:198) explain that personal and professional networks among Miami‘s 
diverse women‘s group were created or strengthened, ensuring that future 
responses to crisis or disaster were less likely to be racially or culturally 
exclusive and more likely to address women‘s concerns in disaster 
response.  
The review of literature above suggests that women adopt diverse 
strategies to resist ‗top-down‘, patriarchal disaster responses. In rural 
settings in the Majority World, women are aided by NGOs in establishing 
stakes in the rehabilitation process; in urban areas women‘s awareness 
levels propel them to (re)negotiate their rights with male-controlled disaster 
management. The literature reflects that gendered resistance practices vary 
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in different socio-cultural settings but clearly in rural Majority World 
settings civil society organisations assume a significant role in facilitating 
women‘s resistance practices.     
More specifically in South Asia feminist NGOs have made 
contributions to subaltern women‘s empowerment in their families and 
communities. For example in a study of 20 grassroots women‘s 
organisations in India, Handy et al.(2007) emphasise the role of these 
organisations in facilitating women‘s access to credit and livelihood 
strengthening in India. The authors find that these NGOs founded by urban 
educated women are successful because their founders adopted and 
maintained feminist organising principles such as ―inclusiveness, 
egalitarianism, and participatory democracy‖ (Handy et al. 2007:214).  
In the context of Sri Lankan NGOs, Ruwanpura (2007) explains that 
only a few NGOs can become sites of social change as most of them are 
complicit in the state‘s neo-liberal development agendas and do not engage 
critically with processes of power existing on the ground. Ruwanpura 
(2007: 318) argues:  
NGOs become spaces for social change only when they have made a 
long-term commitment to local communities to challenge and break 
down existing interlocking structures, of caste, religion, ethnicity, 
gender, and patriarchy, which create the momentum and space for 
transformative feminist politics to take shape. 
 
Ruwanpura‘s (2007) arguments can well be applied to the Indian 
context where only a few NGOs work towards challenging oppressive caste 
and gender relations and are more interested in increasing their funding 
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options. Nagar and Raju (2003) and Anupamlata et al. (2006) argue a 
similar finding for NGOs in India, who they feel are bureaucratised and 
often become sites of oppression for the very women that they claim to 
empower. While it is true that issues of bureaucratization, management and 
accountancy cultures plague the NGO sector in the Majority World 
countries (Townsend and Townsend, 2004; McNamara and Morse, 2004), it 
is also true that they have led to important changes in women‘s statuses in 
these parts of the world. The literature on NGOs in the Majority World is 
diverse and presents different realities in the field, where they have worked 
as a double-edged sword, both empowering and disempowering people and 
communities at the same time (Nagar and Raju, 2003; Anupamlata et al., 
2006; Sharma, 2008).  
Mitlin et al. (2007) propose that viewing all NGOs as agents of neo-
liberalism undermines the good work that some of them are doing in the 
field. The impacts of NGOs should thus be analyzed finely without 
stereotyping them. Klein‘s (2007) view of NGOs as protectors of society 
from globalization and capitalist development is more balanced than 
scholars who generalize NGOs as complicit in the process. As argued in 
Chapter 1, there is a need to deconstruct the category NGOs according to 
their varied philosophies, workings and impacts in the field.  
Rai (2008) explains some of the undesired consequences of some of 
the empowering moves of NGOs that may render women vulnerable at the 
same time as empowering them as agents. For instance, many case studies 
have reported that women face increased violence from the male members 
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of their family for participating in these various programmes run by NGOs 
(see for example, Anupamlata et al., 2006; Rai, 2008). While, some 
literature highlights increased oppression of women due to participation in 
development processes, another set of literature also illustrates the positive 
role of NGOs in improving women‘s status and confidence levels in their 
families and communities. For instance, Haque (2002) demonstrates the 
important role of NGOs in facilitating collective action among women and 
introduces the idea of ―embodied empowerment‖ which she argues is 
achieved through women‘s participation in NGO activities. She asserts that 
not only do NGOs help in achieving economic and political empowerment 
for women they also contribute towards embodied aspects of women‘s 
empowerment which is reflected in behavioural changes such as changed 
body language (like voice, dress, movement and posture) thus enhancing 
their agency to bring about social change. Haque (2002) thus views NGOs 
as enabling organisations that facilitate women‘s assertion of agency.  
Three dominant findings emerge from the review of the literature on 
global resistances; first there is a variety of ways in which men and women 
resist the forces of global capitalism and environmental degradation; 
further, the importance of civil society organisations in facilitating such 
resistances vary depending on the contexts but are key in rural Majority 
World settings. The third key finding is that NGOs have diverse roles and 
motivations and their impacts may be double-edged. In the next section, I 
review the literature on identity and disasters which highlights how 
complex intersections of social identity impact ordinary men and women‘s 
lives after disasters.  
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 2.3 IDENTITY, VULNERABILITY AND DISASTERS   
Scholars have written about the impact that gender, class and race 
inequalities have on differential disaster vulnerabilities of different groups 
of people. Gender and development approaches have been adopted by 
researchers (Enarson, 1998; Fordham, 1998; Enarson and Morrow, 1998; 
Hoffman, 1999; Bradshaw, 2002) to examine the Gendered Terrains of 
Disaster (see the edited book by Enarson and Morrow, 1998). Most of this 
literature in the 1990s and early 2000s focused on women‘s disadvantaged 
positions in disaster situations due to patriarchal control of the RRR 
processes (see for example Khondker, 1996; Rashid and Michaud 2000 ; 
Cannon 2002). It also emphasised the cultural norms (such as veiling and 
private confinement) that serve to limit the mobility of women during 
disaster situations.  
This literature on disaster vulnerabilities also argues that the 
immediate relief phase is more stressful for women than men as they move 
into cramped conditions of the temporary shelters (Fordham, 1998; Skelton, 
1999; Rashid and Michaud 2000). Men overcome this difficulty by working 
outside the camp and helping with reconstruction activities for the bulk of 
their day. Women, however, spend more time in the camps to look after the 
elderly and the children as their social reproduction tasks increase after a 
disaster.  
The literature also highlights strained gender relations between 
spouses, increased marital discord, and an increase in cases of desertion and 
divorces as a result of increased stress, trauma and hardships (Ali, 1984; 
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Vaughan, 1987; Fordham, 1998; Skelton, 1999; Stehlik and Gray, 2000). 
Acts of abandonment by male family members affect women‘s emotional 
and financial well-being and may push them into dangerous professions 
such as prostitution to ensure survival of the left-behind family (Kynch, 
1998). Wiest (1998:68) notes that abandonment by men can seriously 
threaten women since women are less likely to have access over resources 
or jobs, or are otherwise unable to exercise entitlements.  
Most of the literature up to the early 2000s was pragmatic rather 
than academic in nature. With the aim of making policy less gender-blind, it 
tended to be largely case study based, with little emphasis given to 
theorising societal inequalities in disaster contexts. Hyndman and de Alwis 
(2003)‘s work on women in Sri Lanka (war situation, a manmade disaster) 
which focuses more on theorising gender in humanitarian crisis situations in 
a framework they called FAD (Feminism and Development) - is a useful 
way of theorising gender-based marginalisation along with other 
intersecting vectors of social identity in disaster contexts. They contend that 
equating gender to women‘s welfare has led to several undesired 
consequences in international organisations such as recruitment of 
inexperienced women as gender coordinators and gender being treated as a 
―soft‖ issue in these organisations. Instead they call for a feminist approach 
to analysing gender by incorporating other ‗isms‘ like religion, nationality, 
caste or class with gender. In the last few years studies have been more 
inclined towards academic theory-building and more inclusive of  the 
intersectionality of identities as a broader focus in the study of post-disaster 
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vulnerability (see for example Sennett, 2005; Enarson, 2006; Brunsma et 
al., 2007; Cupples, 2007; Hartman and Squires, 2008; Levitt and Whitaker, 
2009).    
Typifying this shift in focus is sociologist Alice Fothergill‘s (2004) 
study that differentiates the varied experiences of different groups of 
women based on their class, race, sexual orientation and disability in 
disaster recovery. Focusing on the scale of household, Fothergill‘s work 
displays how flood-related food contamination and strained household 
relationships after disasters generally affected women‘s physical and 
emotional well being. More specifically Fothergill (pg. 211) explains how 
women, because of their lack of resources, had less material means of re-
creating their domestic culture. Fothergill‘s analysis provides important 
ideas for my own work as I take gender, class and caste as important 
intersecting axes of social inequality among the coastal communities in 
Tamil Nadu.   
The occurrence of the 2004 Tsunami in the Indian Ocean opened up 
a wave of research on various aspects of coastal vulnerability, Majority and 
Minority World relationships, donor agendas and motives (see Wong, 2005; 
Nah and Bunnell, 2005; Calgaro and Lloyd, 2005; Korf, 2006; Clark et al., 
2006). Literature on donor behavior and the conditionality of aid provides 
the international picture of identity politics in disaster response. Several 
scholars also analysed the national level identity politics in the post-
Tsunami situation in India and Sri Lanka too (see Pincha, 2008; Domains, 
2009; de Mel et al., 2009). Pincha‘s (2008) work on gender and the 2004 
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Tsunami for example, highlights for the first time the plight of 
transgendered people in Tsunami-affected villages of Tamil Nadu who were 
left out by the state and ostracized by their family members and 
communities.  
The special issue of Domains on women and the Tsunami edited by 
de Mel et al.‘s (2009) is a welcome addition to the limited body of literature 
on gender and disasters in the Majority World. Most of the case studies in 
the book provide fresh insights to steer gender and disaster research 
forward. Ruwanpura for example, in her chapter extends Chatterjee‘s 
argument that not all citizens are treated equally, since some people‘s 
voices are never included in policy. Ruwanpura (2009b:77) argues: 
Structures of power, class, gender, and ethnicity propped up and 
propagated by patronage politics, an ethnic war, and widening 
income inequalities in Sri Lanka are all contributory factors which 
have shaped a particular post-tsunami experience.    
Ruwanpura‘s assertion is a reminder that the importance of the socio-
economic and political context cannot be undermined in the study of 
identity and disasters. The way war-affected nations (like Sri Lanka and 
Banda Aceh in the Tsunami) experience disasters will be different than 
those in ‗peaceful‘ situations.  
De Alwis (2009:123), calls the post-Tsunami aid in Sri Lanka – ―A 
double wound‖, the first of which was the disaster itself and the second was 
the conditional nature of the free gift (given in the form of new houses or 
assets), which wounded the communities since it left them unsatisfied but 
indebted to the giver. Majority/ Minority World relations and the creation 
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of vulnerabilities gained prominence again with the occurrence of the 2004 
Tsunami. Philo (2005) in his paper ―The geographies that wound‖ explains 
how present-day vulnerabilities in the Majority World are a creation of the 
long history of colonial exploitation and present day globalisation. 
Skelton (2006) argues that the British media represented the 2004 
Tsunami response in Asia in a negative light as ill-prepared, corrupt and 
incapable (influenced by the discourse of vulnerability explained by 
Bankoff, 2001). Such studies highlight the embedded power structures in 
responses to disasters wherein donors from the Minority world give aid 
conditionally and negatively stereotype the Majority World. This is useful 
to start thinking about identity politics in disaster responses. 
 Cupples (2007:156) suggests that identities in disaster contexts 
should be seen as ―temporary‖, ―shifting‖ and ―precarious‖. Indeed this is a 
valuable assertion as disasters disrupt both societal orders and ascribed 
gender roles and relations. Both Enarson (2006) and Cupples (2007) posit 
that women are not vulnerable in any essential ways and that it is the voices 
of disaster-affected women that need to be heard more than those in elite 
decision-making positions. For example, Enarson (2006) argues that: 
Those women most hard-hit by Katrina must take the lead and 
men—and other women—must learn to listen. Women must be 
heard speaking out (and disagreeing) as elected officials, 
technical experts, community advocates, health and human 
service professionals, faith-based leaders, tenant association 
members, workers and employers, environmental justice 
activists, daughters, mothers and grandmothers.  
Enarson (2006) advocates the inclusion of voices from the grassroots or the 
subaltern disaster-affected women that are subdued by the elite men and 
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women dominated decision-making institutions. Most states in both the 
Majority and Minority worlds seldom include the voices of the affected 
people regarding their rehabilitation needs and priorities as documented in 
the literature on the 2004 Tsunami and 2005 Hurricane Katrina (Sennett, 
2005; Lavelle and Feagin, 2006; Brunsma, Overfelt and Picou, 2007; 
Hartman and Squires, 2008; Vembulu, Kumar and Sathyamala, 2008; Levitt 
and Whitaker, 2009; Subramanian, 2009, Katz, 2008).  
The review of literature on identity, vulnerability and disasters 
reveals that traditionally marginalised categories of people such as lower 
caste and class people, disadvantaged racial, ethnic and religious minorities 
are not only more vulnerable to the impacts of disasters, but the dominant 
social order and state negligence render them further deprived.  
2.4 CONCLUSION  
Most of the literature on disaster responses reveals that state 
responses to disasters are largely non-inclusive of the subaltern groups. The 
literature on this theme demonstrates that the states are withdrawing from 
the welfare provision for their citizens and leaving more of the 
reconstruction to the private sector. In other contexts, states use disasters as 
pretexts to relocate and displace people from their traditional habitats and 
livelihoods. The section on resistance shows that these moves of the states 
are challenged by civil society and political society around the world. 
Communities resist neo-liberalism in both open and subtle ways but not 
always successfully. Additionally, the intersectionality of social identity has 
been highlighted as an important theme in the creation and perpetuation of 
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pre- and post-disaster vulnerabilities of different groups of people. The next 
chapter provides an empirical background to my research in a Tsunami-
affected community in Tamil Nadu, India. It details the socio-economic and 
cultural setting of the coastal fishing communities in Tamil Nadu and the 


















EMPIRICAL CONTEXT TO THE STUDY OF-  
IDENTITY POLITICS AND DISASTERS IN INDIA 
 
In this chapter, I contextualise my study by providing the 
background of state power and resistance in India followed by a discussion 
of the socio-economic systems of organisation among coastal fishing 
communities in Tamil Nadu. It is particularly important to appreciate the 
central role of the patriarchal traditional village councils, also referred to as 
the traditional or the caste panchayats,
22
 in the internal governance of 
coastal fishing communities as these have played important roles in the 
allocation and disbursement of post-Tsunami housing and livelihood 
interventions by providing beneficiary lists to the state and NGOs. Finally, I 
highlight the gendered connotations of the family among coastal fishing 




                                                            
22 Panchayat literally means ―a council of five‖. It refers to a village council of elders 
entrusted with executive and judicial powers for the governance of community affairs.  The 
elected panchayat system envisaged by the Government of India provides for one main 
elected leader and individual ward leaders at the village level. Along with the elected 
panchayats there also exist caste panchayats (also known as uur panchayats, traditional 
panchayats or katta panchayats) which are a centuries old system of highly patriarchal one 
headman controlled system of justice and decision making in the villages of Tamil Nadu. 
This one man control has gradually decentralised into a committee of elderly elite men in the 




3.1 THE ELITE INDIAN STATE AND ITS RELATIONSHIP WITH 
POPULATIONS  
As presented in the literature review most scholars writing about the 
Indian polity present the nation-state of India as ‗elite‘ and often clearly 
divided from the aspirations of the populations that it governs. For example, 
Ashis Nandy (2002) offers three dominant images of the state prevalent in 
India. He describes the state is viewed firstly as a ―protector‖, protecting 
Indians from arbitrary oppressors and outsiders; the second view which he 
asserts as most common among urban middle class is of the state as a 
―moderniser or liberator‖; and the third view is of the state as an ―arbiter‖ 
where social relations can be renegotiated. Finally, like Kothari (1995), 
Nandy (2002) is also of the view that the state has lost its legitimacy in the 
views of the governed populations. This, he explains, has happened due to 
three major reasons: firstly, the overemphasis of the state on the tertiary 
sector; secondly the rhetoric of national security and development to gain 
political support; and thirdly, the criminalisation of the apparatus of the 
Indian state in recent years. As a result, Nandy (2002:56) argues that the 
access of the citizens to the state has been curtailed. 
Nandy‘s three reasons for the widening gap between the state and its 
population are indeed relevant as the quest for modernistic development has 
displaced and deprived many rural people of their lands and livelihoods in 
recent decades. Kothari (1995) explains that the development model 
adopted after independence has favoured a small percentage of people and 
continues to do so. The state appropriates land and other critical resources 
from the subaltern groups in the name of development and larger good, 
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further marginalising them and thereby increasing the gaps between the 
―two Indians‖. Routledge (1993:124) contends that these authoritarian acts 
of the state are countered by the subaltern groups by open resistances: 
Throughout India, place-specific struggles (around issues of 
development, militarisation, ecology and so on) are challenging the 
hegemony of the state and its ruling elites within civil society, 
transforming India into a terrain of resistance......... many of India‘s 
terrains of resistance are nonviolent in character, utilizing the 
withdrawal of consent and various methods of non-cooperation and 
intervention to assert people‘s power against the hegemony of the 
developmentalist state.      
Like Chatterjee, (2001), Routledge (1993:129) also believes that not only 
the state in India is elite; through its ―Hindu chauvinism it has also 
undermined civil society, weakened national cohesion and cultural integrity 
and exacerbated the rifts within civil society‖.  
This derogatory view of the Indian state as scholars is based on the 
argument that the state has been instrumental in deepening social cleavages 
and inhibiting the growth of a truly democratic civil society in India. 
Routledge (1993:130) further argues that the Indian state has used 
authoritarian powers to colonise civil society and criminalise dissent and 
resistance. Using Foucault‘s assertion about power and resistance, 
Routledge explains that the greater the oppression by the state, the more 
widespread is the span and location of resistance by civil society. Kothari 
(1987) has labelled this phenomenon as ―the paradox‖ in Indian society.    
In terms of gender equity, the Indian state yet again seems to have 
failed to ensure equality for women. Rai (1996) argues that this is due to the 
symbiotic relationship between patriarchy and the state, which leads to men 
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being in control of governance structures. Rai‘s argument can be related to 
Nandy‘s (2002) third reason for the alienation of Indian people from the 
state through the criminalisation of the apparatus of Indian state in the 
recent years. The state‘s officials and bureaucrats are complicit in women‘s 
oppression and depriving them of their entitlements. This can be understood 
more clearly through the landmark case of Bhanwari Devi (a state 
appointed community leader), who was later subject to sexual abuse and 
violence from her community leaders and was denied justice from the 
state‘s legal system. The case of Bhanwari Devi is essential in 
understanding the patriarchal context of the state, communities and 
households in India and relates to my thesis since it is these three sites of 
oppression that I have considered for my empirical analysis of oppression 
and resistance in a disaster context.  
Bhanwari Devi was a courageous and forthright woman from the 
lower caste who was recruited as a saathin
23
 in 1985 under the ‗Saathin 
Women‘s Empowerment Scheme‘ in the village of Bhateri in Rajasthan, 
India (Kannabiran and Singh, 2008). Bhanwari took up the issue of child 
marriage very seriously and began approaching the male village leaders 
against this practice. In 1992 she intervened in a high caste child marriage 
ceremony in order to stop it from happening. As a retaliatory measure, five 
upper caste men raped Bhanwari Devi in the fields and in front of her 
husband who was held by two men and also beaten up later (Sunder Rajan, 
                                                            
23 The Saathin programme was introduced in the villages of Rajasthan in 1984 under the Women 
Development Programme of the Government of India to appoint a local woman community leader (a 
saathin, literally a ‗companion‘) who would look into issues of  land, water, public distribution system, 
minimum wages, health, literacy and child marriage  
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2003; Kannabiran and Singh, 2008). After being raped, Bhanwari Devi 
struggled for justice at all levels: the family, community and the state, but 
had to face hostility from the elderly men in her family and community (her 
own caste panchayat excommunicated her after she was raped). The agents 
of the state did not cooperate with her (the government doctors, police men 
and courts were all complicit in the crime). The court ruled against her 
contending that upper caste men would never rape a lower caste woman, 
reflecting the obvious bias for elite, powerful men in the community.   
Women like Bhanwari Devi are multiply disadvantaged in terms of 
caste, class and gender, occupy the lowest rung of society and are unable to 
access their rights as citizens, as the state‘s legal and police system is 
complicit in their oppression. Her case study also demonstrates the state‘s 
failure in designing and implementing women‘s ‗empowerment‘ scheme by 
failing to take into account the larger socio-economic and political context 
of power and gender relations in rural Rajasthan while attempting to 
‗empower‘ women (Kannabiran and Singh, 2008).   
Gender equality has been accorded a piecemeal status through 
various Five Year Plans (FYPs) too, as women continued to be treated as a 
homogenous category in the development plans drawn after independence. 
It is only in the current eleventh FYP (2007-2012) that a special Committee 
of Feminist Economists (CFE) has been set up for the first time to look into 
issues around the empowerment of women. Based on the recommendations 
of this Committee, the plan incorporates guidelines on subjects like mental 
health, internally displaced women, women with disabilities, and women 
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affected by disasters. Other important objectives of the eleventh FYP that 
impact rural women‘s well-being are related to the provision of safe 
drinking water, better medical and improved sanitation facilities both in 
rural and urban areas; special emphasis has been placed on the 
empowerment of women and welfare of children (Hameeda and Jain 2009). 
In terms of disasters too, the Government of India has generally 
been a latecomer in establishing an institutional framework and policy in 
the country (Kapur, 2005). Before 1999, disasters in India were treated as 
occasional glitches in the development process but with the setting up of a 
High Powered Committee (HPC) on the subject in 1999, disaster 
management became institutionalised in the country (Kapur, 2005). The 
HPC gave its recommendations in 2001 and accordingly state level 
calamity relief funds and National Calamity Contingency Fund (NCCF) 
was set up to cover natural calamities. States could request help from the 
centre (from the NCCF) in case of emergencies (Government of India, 
2004
24
). Disasters in India are a state subject implying that the state 
governments bear the primary responsibility of rehabilitating the affected 
subjects; however they may be aided by the central government in their 
efforts.   
 
 
                                                            
24 Government of India (2004) ‗Disaster Management in India- A status report‘ available at 
http://ndmindia.nic.in/EQProjects/Disaster%20Management%20in%20India%20-
%20A%20Status%20Report%20-%20August%202004.pdf .  
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 3.1.1 Decentralised Governance: Panchayati Raj in India  
  It is important to understand the decentralised governance system in 
India that is popularly known as the Panchayati Raj ((PR) or the rule of the 
panchayat in India). The PR (1992) was envisaged as a tool for the political 
empowerment of grassroots men and women, backward castes and classes, 
it was institutionalised in India through the 73
rd
 amendment to the 
Constitution. It is based on a three-tiered system of democratic 
decentralisation that aims to take democracy to the village level, by 
delegating substantive power to people‘s organisations (Shamshad, 2007: 
142).  The PR Act provided reservations for the socially ‗deprived‘ sections 
of the society that is the women, the scheduled castes and the scheduled 
tribes. One-third of the total number of posts of members and Chairpersons 
at all three tiers of PR Institutions, i.e. Gram Panchayat, Intermediate 
Panchayat and District Panchayat are reserved for women under the act 
(Ministry of Rural Development website, accessed in February, 2009).  
Although quotas for women have been set in the PR system, the 
problem of male capture and women proxies as Chairpersons and members 
of the elected Panchayats has been documented by many researchers (e.g. 
Nanivadekar, 1997, Rai 2008). Rai et al., (2006) note firstly, that local 
government quotas can work to empower women only when the larger 
socio-economic and political context is conducive for it. Further, they note 
that individual empowerment takes place within the structural constraints of 
institutions and discursive practices. Thirdly, ―issues of caste, class and 
religion continue to divide women and are reflected in the nature of local 
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politics‖ (Rai et al., 2006:240). They conclude that quotas are good starting 
points for the political empowerment of women but ―women‘s struggles 
need to focus on the issue of redistribution of resources if power relations in 
society are to be fundamentally changed‖.   
Politics in rural India is still dominated by some castes and is 
heavily controlled by men. While the PR system is a very good step 
towards making women visible in this process, it does not totally ensure 
participation and empowerment. During my Masters fieldwork in rural 
Rajasthan I found that although women were elected to the PR Institutions 
due to the quotas allocated to them, they merely were puppets controlled by 
their husbands who would attend the panchayat meetings on one pretext or 
the other and control the decision making processes (Gandhi, 2001).      
The elected panchayat is chosen through people‘s mandate that is, 
through the ballot, and is responsible for the free and fair implementation of 
the state‘s development schemes. India‘s Disaster Management Act of 2005 
also envisages crucial coordination and disbursement roles for the elected 
panchayats, but in the context of the 2004 Tsunami RRR, some researchers 
note the limited and minimal role of the elected panchayat. For example 
Srinivasan and Nagaraj (2006: 60) note the problematic exclusion of elected 
panchayats and reliance on the traditional ones by the state‘s administration 
of Tsunami response in various villages in coastal Tamil Nadu:   
It must be noted here that elected village panchayats have not 
been really visible and central in the response efforts. It is 
believed by many observers that these elected bodies have been 
bypassed, albeit quietly, in an attempt to keep the relief and 
rehabilitation process in the hands of the administration rather 
than vest it in elected, i.e., political bodies, and thus minimize 
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the chances of politicizing the relief and reconstruction 
process.  
 
The non-reliance upon the elected panchayats is explained by the 
authors as an attempt to depoliticise the 2004 Tsunami RRR in the affected 
villages. However, an over-reliance on the traditional elite has created its 
own sets of problems (see Chapter 6), primary among them being the 
reaffirmation of their hegemony in the governance of fishing communities 
along the coast. The next section deals with traditional governance systems 
in the fishing communities and class relations between asset owners and 
fishworkers.  
3.2 COASTAL FISHING COMMUNITIES: RELATIONSHIPS WITH 
THE STATE AND INTERNAL GOVERNANCE SYSTEMS     
Several journalistic articles following the 2004 Tsunami revealed 
that the coastal fishing communities along Tamil Nadu coast had been 
closed to external influences in the past and the state and civil society 
organisations had largely left them at the margins both spatially and socially 
without mainstreaming them in the developmental efforts (Anand, et al. 
2005; Kurien, 2005; Sridhar, 2005; Vishwanathan, 2005). Bavnick (2003) 
provides a detailed academic analysis of the lack of coherent policy with 
regard to fisheries along this coast; he explains that the fisheries sector in 
coastal Tamil Nadu has been marred with conflicts between the trawler 
fishermen and the artisanal ones as also by power and leadership struggles 
between different sub-castes. The state (both Indian and Tamil Nadu) 
largely left the fishing communities on their own to sort out these conflicts, 
it was only in the event of a riot that the state was compelled to intervene 
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and sort the matter out (Bavnick, 2003). Bavnick‘s (2003) analysis reflects 
that fishing and fisher communities have largely been a marginal subject for 
the state in India, which has traditionally left them to ‗fend for themselves‘ 
and sort out their problems on their own.  
Ram (1991) explains that fishing communities, being socially and 
spatially at the margins, have thrived on internal cohesiveness for centuries, 
in a system where neighbourhood and kinship bonds acquire special 
meanings especially during lean periods when borrowing credit becomes 
crucial, given the erratic nature of the fishing occupation. Socially, they 
have had a low position in the caste hierarchy and are regarded as ―impure‖ 
and ―untouchable‖ within a strictly Brahmanic interpretation of south 
Indian culture (Ram, 1991: xv). Politically, they have been marginalised by 
the other upper caste communities and have hardly ever attained positions 
of prominence in the governance structures of the state. Their plight is 
described by the fisheries economy expert John Kurien
25
: 
 Fisher folk are at the fringe of the sea. Nobody cares for them in 
normal times... they are regarded as spendthrifts, perpetually 
drunk and violent (interview in Frontline Magazine, 2005). 
Caste affiliation and belongingness to the pattanavar
26
 caste thus 
becomes the most important social identity for the fishing communities on 
the Coromandel Coast of Tamil Nadu. Bhaktavatsala (1999:6) describes 
that the fisher people of the area form a component of the Hindu society 
                                                            
25 Dr. John Kurien is a fellow at the Centre for Development Studies, Trivandrum, Kerala. 
He has worked extensively on small-scale fisheries in the context of globalization.   
  
26 Pattanavar in Tamil means ―those who dwell in the town‖ or pattinam (Bhaktavatsala, 
1999). It is also a caste grouping in Tamil Nadu which is low in the caste hierarchy.  
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and are constitutionally classified as ‗Most Backward Caste‘ (MBC). 
Further he explains that in view of their own sociological and mythological 









.  In the 
areas that I visited however, these four categories were not observed and the 
respondents all claimed that they belonged to a homogenous caste, i.e., they 
were all pattanavars.  Thus, for this thesis I consider fisher groups as 
homogenous caste-wise and focus more on the gender and class divisions 
that were most pronounced in the community with which I worked (see 
Chapter 4 for details).  
In terms of governance, the coastal fishing communities are 
governed by traditional village councils also referred to as katta or uur 
panchayats. These panchayats are highly patriarchal, comprising of 
powerful men (typically 10-12) from the fishing village, who decide on 
social, economic and legal issues within the community; they are also 
hierarchical and the headman‘s position is usually hereditary (Kurien, 
2005). Outsiders often view this system as ‗oppressive‘ and even ‗unfair‘ 
but the system of the traditional or the caste panchayat has worked well for 
these communities, which are otherwise isolated from the mainstream 
communities (Kurien, Frontline magazine, January 2005). 
                                                            
27 Cinna – literally means small. 
28 Periya- literally means big.  
29 The Karaiyar caste is a warrior caste in coastal Tamil Nadu. 
30 Pataiyacci  is another warrior caste in the state.   
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Along with the traditional panchayats, there are also the elected 
panchayats (discussed in section 3.1.1). The elected panchayat is primarily 
responsible for implementing the government rural development schemes 
such as the NREGA (The National Rural Employment Guarantee), the 
Swachha Grama Yojana
31
.  The traditional panchayat on the other hand 
acts as a rule making legal body responsible for making economic decisions 
regarding the share in the catch and resolving social and familial disputes.  
There are occasions when both the traditional and the elected panchayats 
need to make collective decisions; for example, if land has to be allocated 
under a government scheme for the construction of a child care centre (an 
Anganwadi)
32
; the elected panchayat leader will have to consult the 
traditional leaders for the allocation of land. This zone of interaction is the 








                                                            
31 Swachcha Grama Yojana literally means the ‗clean village scheme‘ that provides for 
increasing the infrastructure in the village.    
32 Anganwadi is a state run child care center where free meals are provided for children.  
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Figure 3.1 Governance structures in the fishing village  







Source: Based on primary fieldwork data (January- August 2008)  
Both primary fieldwork data and secondary sources suggest that 
after the 2004 Tsunami, the state gave precedence to the traditional or caste 
panchayats for rehabilitation decision-making over the elected panchayats 
(Srinivasan and Nagaraj, 2006; Gomathy, 2006; Bavnick, 2008). Bavnick 
(2008) presents a very positive picture of the role of the traditional/ caste 
panchayats in handling the 2004 tsunami rehabilitation; he contends that 
they are conducive in achieving the goal of ‗community resilience‘ by their 
ability to respond quickly to situations, be assertive and work for collective 
goals. However, media reports and NGOs in the field are critical of the 
biases that some of the traditional panchayats in Tsunami-affected villages 
displayed in allocating resources and channelling NGO aid. For example, a 
report in The Hindu (10
th
 June, 2005) reported the misuse of power by 
traditional panchayat members who had decided to ―excommunicate‖ 
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members of the village who had refused to comply with their decisions 
regarding the 2004 Tsunami relief and rehabilitation.  The article explains 
how the excommunicated members bore mental torture and ultimately 
approached the state‘s legal system to redress their grievance.  
 This action of the excommunicated families is in line with Scott‘s 
(1985) assertion about the tolerance of elite oppression when he argues that 
the hegemonic group remains dominant as long as first, the system of 
privilege, property and status operates in the interest both the elite and the 
subordinate. Secondly, the dominant class must make on at least some of 
these promises if it has any hope of gaining compliance; the failure to 
deliver these promises is the most common basis for class struggle (Scott, 
1985) (see Chapter 6).  
Along with varied factors resulting in the socio-economic 
vulnerability of fishing communities in Tamil Nadu, the risky nature of 
their occupation and fluctuating incomes make them more prone to injuries 
and poverty. Fishing is an occupation which only able-bodied men below 
50 years of age can actively pursue. Fatigue sets in quickly among the male 
members of this community as injuries at work are common in this 
profession (fieldwork findings)
33
. Unlike agriculture where land ownership 
is fixed and a definite distinction between the land owner and the 
agricultural worker can be expected, in fishing the state of being both an 
owner and a labourer is fluid. Fishing gear is highly prone to damage, and 
                                                            
33 Any fact about the fishing communities that is not referenced was collected during 
fieldwork conducted in Tamil Nadu, from February-August, 2008.  
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boat owners may take up a fishworker‘s job if and when their boats are 
damaged or broken; similarly, fishworkers can become boat owners if they 
accumulate enough credit to buy one. Fisheries expert John Kurien 
explains: 
Sometimes it may be advantageous to remain a labourer because 
the system is share-based. It is also significant that despite the 
increasing capital intensity in fishing, the sharing pattern has not 
changed significantly in favour of the capital as one would 
normally expect. This is because the caste panchayats, where 
decisions are communally determined, have not allowed it 
(Sridhar, 2005:20).  
Systems of distribution in coastal fishing communities are governed by 
custom and long-term social relations rather than by purely economic 
criteria such as wages (Ram, 1991:7).  Kinship and culture are integral 
components of the division of labour and the relations of production. Ram 
(1991:8) uses the concept of ‗moral economy‘34 to describe the economic 
relations in the fishing communities as they are governed by long-term 
social relations and understanding rather than purely economic exchanges.  
Ram (1991:8) argues that fishermen have been described as ‗the 
quintessential peasants‘ by anthropologists Firth (1966) and Alexander 
(1982) because of their usage of ―simple tools of trade, small units of 
production; the absence of a clear separation between owners of the capital 
and the labourer‖. However, there are also sharp contrasts between the 
fishing and agricultural communities that make the fishing occupation more 
susceptible to fluctuations than agriculture. Agriculture is based on long-
                                                            
34 A moral economy, in one interpretation, is an economy that is based on goodness, fairness, 
and justice. Such an economy is generally only stable in small, closely knit communities, 
where principles of mutuality are important in economic exchanges (see Scott, 1985).  
96 
 
term planning and savings since there are long gaps of time without any 
income.  Fishing is based on short-term planning and saving patterns based 
on the irregular daily income. In terms of the sexual division of labour, 
whereas the whole family works on the farm in an agricultural system, 
catching fish is predominantly a male activity; women are excluded from 
the sea and in many cases not even allowed to touch the fishing gear
35
 
(Ram, 1991). The state has accorded marginal attention to the fisheries 
sector, its problems and the implementation of laws but Kurien (2005) 
pointed out that the 2004 Boxing Day Tsunami could provide a ‗good 
occasion for change‘ to improve the living conditions of this community 
(Kurien, 2005). Whether it provided a good opportunity or not is discussed 
in greater detail in the empirical chapters (5, 6 and 7). The next section 
deals with gender relations within fishing households and communities.   
3.3 FISHING HOUSEHOLDS, GENDER RELATIONS AND SOCIAL 
REPRODUCTION    
In terms of gender, two anthropological accounts for gender systems 
among the fishing communities in the Gulf of Mannar region (district of 
Kanyakumari) have been done by Ram (1991) and Busby (2000). Kalpana 
Ram‘s (1991) account called ‗The Mukkuvar Women‘ is the first detailed 
study of the gender system among the fishing communities in Tamil Nadu. 
Though her case study is based on a largely Christian fishing community in 
Kanyakumari district, she posits that there are many common cultural 
                                                            
35 It is a cultural construct that women are not allowed to touch the gear. Since women 
menstruate they are considered impure for those days of the month in Tamil Nadu in general 




aspects among fishing communities in Tamil Nadu such as a history of 
colonization by Portuguese Jesuits, the work of fishing, the belief in a 
goddess for protection, an unusual sexual division of labour, that 
contributes to a distinctive fishing culture in the state of Tamil Nadu that is 
incomparable with any other.  
Ram (1991) defines the status of women in the fishing communities in 
Tamil Nadu as dominated by a paradox; while they are totally excluded 
from the sea-based fishing activities and communal decision-making 
bodies, they play an important role in the land-based activities like sorting, 
auctioning and marketing of fish, taking household decisions and managing 
credit for household social and economic needs. Ram (1991:203) argues 
that even cultural norms echo this contradiction; while women are 
considered to possess spiritual powers, they are also dependent for their 
status on marriage and motherhood, which in Tamil culture entail 
submission to the guardianship and control of men. Men use these cultural 
tools that place high emphasis on the modesty and chastity of women to 
perpetuate patriarchal control over women. Similarly, Busby (2000) notes 
the sharp differences in the way and sites where men and women perform 
their gender in the fishing community through their daily lives and work, 
with men at the sea and women at the shore. The fishing community thrives 
on the complementarity of roles performed by men and women in the 
economy.  
Busby (2000) argues that in an Indian context where caste, religion, 
ancestry, occupation or land ownership divisions are usually very strong, in 
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fishing communities it is only gender that stands out correspondingly 
strongly. Women‘s social reproduction roles are central to the fishing 
society, as they are responsible for ensuring subsistence for the family, 
procuring food and other basic needs and meeting obligations related to 
familial, marital, ritual and religious practices for the household. Women 
are also the main organizers of credit, which is indispensible for the 
sustenance of the household given the irregularity of the fish caught and the 
seasonality of fishing operations. The informal credit systems are based on 
the use of items of female wealth as collateral and are maintained by 
women based on their social ties and relationships (Ram, 1991). Both Ram 
(1991) and Busby (2000) emphasise women‘s agency and centrality in the 
sustenance of fishing economies in Southern Tamil Nadu.  
Given that women perform multiple roles in the fishing community, 
one would assume that they would be socioeconomically and politically 
powerful members of the community. However, during my pilot study in 
May-June 2007,
36
  I observed that women do not have any representation is 
the traditional panchayats, they are neither allowed to be a present in the 
panchayat meetings nor consulted while making decisions for the larger 
community, although the NGOs in the field believe that women are both 
physically and mentally stronger in the fishing community than men 
(discussion with a local NGO staff member, May 2007). Women are also 
more in touch with the ‗outside world‘ than fishermen or women in 
                                                            
36 The pilot studies (in September, 2005 and May-June, 2007) were for preliminary field 
observations. In-depth interviews with the community members were conducted only during 
the main fieldwork in 2008 (after the IRB clearance).    
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agricultural communities, given that many of them work as fish vendors 
(interview with local NGO staff member May, 2007) yet politically they are 
not represented in the traditional panchayat. In Akkraipettai, the elected 
panchayat too was dominated by men and most of the works were 
supervised and done by the elected male president and his staff members. 
Women ward members were elected under reserved seats but seldom came 
to meetings, as per the information provided by the elected panchayat 
office in Akkraipettai.  
Ram (1991:202) clarifies that female subordination is a ―result of the 
way spheres of distribution and reproduction are secondary to and 
dependent on male-dominated production‖, and a manifestation of Tamil 
rituals that emphasize the need to protect female sexuality that adolescent 
and unmarried girls are particularly under the protective gaze of their 
families and communities. Discussing women‘s reproductive health in 
coastal Tamil Nadu, Ram (1994:26), explains that ―women still derive their 
fundamental ideas of femininity and maternity from more archaic religious 
and regional cultural current‖, implying that cultural beliefs about maternity 
are central to women‘s identity in coastal Tamil Nadu. My fieldwork 
observations confirmed that motherhood was indeed central to women‘s 
lives in the case study village – Akkraipettai and their ambitions revolved 
around securing a good education and career for their children.  
The next section provides a background to the impact of the 2004 
Tsunami in the worst affected district – Nagapattinam and the case study 
village – Akkraipettai.      
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 3.4 THE CASE STUDY VILLAGE: AKKRAIPETTAI  
The district of Nagapattinam (Figure 3.2) was the worst affected 
district in the state of Tamil Nadu accounting for 6,065 deaths or over 76% 
of the total deaths in the state; 87% of the total affected people in 
Nagapattinam were from the fishing community (Nagapattinam official 
website) and Akkraipettai was the second worst affected fishing village in 
the district with 781 deaths (Table 3.1), the first being Keechankuppam.  
Table 3.1: Tsunami Mortality in Akkraipettai village, Akkraipettai panchayat, 
Nagapattinam district and the state of Tamil Nadu      
           
 Adult Children       Total 
 Males Females Males Females  
Tamil Nadu  NA NA NA NA 7995 
Nagapattinam 1883 2406 887 889 6065 
Akkraipettai 
panchayat  
656 805 188 161 1810 
Akkraipettai 
Village  
377 286 64 54 781 
Source: District and State level data from government website, March 2005; 
village level data from NCRC 
The mortality figures (Table 3.1) reveal that more men than women 
died in the 2004 Tsunami in Akkraipettai village; this contrasts with the 
overall trend in the district of Nagapattinam and Akkraipettai panchayat 
where male mortality was significantly higher than that for females. The 
exceptional situation in Akkraipettai village was that the men had just 
returned from their fishing trips and were at the harbour where the trawlers 
were parked. Women fish vendors were also present at the harbour for 
auctioning of the catch, but men were present in greater numbers (findings 
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from interviews). When the Tsunami wave hit the harbour, the trawlers 
parked there were hurled inwards causing massive injuries and deaths to the 
men and women present at the site. In most other villages more women died 
because they were waiting on the shore for the men to return from the sea 
trips.     
I selected Akkraipettai for a detailed case study because of the high 
impacts of the 2004 Tsunami, sharp class divisions and elite/subaltern 
relations, since it is a village based on trawler fishing. The selection of a 
village with sharp class division enabled me to understand assertion of 
power and subaltern resistance clearly.  According to Thaddeus (2005) 
Akkraipettai was one of the two fishing villages in the district where open 
rebellions occurred after the Tsunami. Based on this secondary information, 
I selected this village to further probe into active and passive subaltern 
resistances after the disaster. Further, Akkraipettai had high NGO 
interventions following the 2004 Tsunami; this helped me understand the 
different ways that NGOs approached social equity in the community. The 
selection of the case study village thus facilitated the understanding of my 
broad aim to unravel the identity politics, power and resistance in disaster 
response.  
It is important to differentiate between Nagapattinam district, 
Akkraipettai panchayat and the village of Akkraipettai. The state of Tamil 
Nadu is divided into 32 administrative districts of which Nagapattinam is a 
low-lying coastal district that is one of the most under-developed in the 
state. An elected panchayat usually comprises 2-3 villages; the Akkrapettai 
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elected panchayat comprises three villages Akkrapettai, Keechakuppam 
and Kallar. Population wise Akkraipettai is the largest village among the 
three hence the panchayat is referred to as the Akkraipettai panchayat.   
The village of Akkraipettai (Figure 3.2) is centred on trawler fishing 
and class divisions are very pronounced with trawler owners and 
fishworkers living in distinctly different conditions. Trawler owners have 
large, strong built houses, with modern amenities such as machines for 
domestic work; the poorer fishworkers live in small thatched homes with 
barely any furniture and gadgets in them. However, there is no segregation 
of neighbourhoods in Akkraipettai and the trawler owning families live next 
door to the fishworkers‘ families as neighbours. Both the trawler owners 
and the fishworkers‘ families interact with each other and participate in 
social events organised by each other. The village is very close to the 
Nagapattinam district headquarters and is well connected to the other parts 
of the district and the people of Akkraipettai have access to Nagapattinam 
town‘s health and education facilities. The village is divided into two parts 
by a state highway that runs through the middle (Figures 3.3 and 3.4). Note 
the zones depicted in Figure 3.3 (0-200 and 200-500 metres from the sea 




Figure 3.2: Tsunami-affected villages along Nagapattinam district coastline  
 








Figure 3.3: Map of Akkraipettai provided by the elected panchayat leader. 
The houses are depicted by the rectangles with hatched lines   
 
 














  According to statistics collected in July 2008 from the 
Nagapattinam Panchayat Union office there are 6601 residents comprising 
2165 families in the village of which 95% are from the fishing community 
(Table 3.2). There were also 45 dalit families in Akkrapettai prior to the 
2004 Tsunami that were re-located to an interior village (Papakoil) after the 
occurrence of the disaster. These dalits had shared a symbiotic relationship 
with the fishing community, working as diesel loaders on their trawlers and 
making thatched roofs for them. However, they did not own any land in the 
village and hence opted for state-offered relocation with land rights after the 
2004 Tsunami.  
Table 3.2 – Demographic profile of Akkraipettai panchayat and village  
 Total 
population  




10492 5311 5181 
Akkraipettai village    6601 3516 3085 
Source: Data for panchayat – Census of India, 2001; Data for village - NCRC 
village profile 2008  
In terms of internal governance, the traditional Panchayat of 
Akkraipettai is not only very powerful within the village matters, but also 
leads the fishing village hierarchy in the entire Nagapattinam and Karaikal 
districts. The fishing villages in Nagapattinam district have a system 
wherein one village is appointed as the leader among several fishing 
villages forming a network. During the time of my fieldwork, Akkraipettai 
was leading this network of fishing villages in the district due to the fact 
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that Akkraipettai had the highest number of trawlers in the district and also 
controlled the district‘s largest fishing harbour (the Nagapattinam harbour).  
A traditional panchayat leader informed me that there are over 200 
trawlers owned by people in Akkraipettai giving it high status in the fishing 
economy of Nagapattinam district. Akkraipettai is also home to some of the 
most politically influential men in the fishing community who are aligned 
to both the ruling and the opposition parties. There were 13 members in the 
Traditional Panchayat (TP) of Akkraipettai during my fieldwork period. 
Though the panchayatars (members of the TP) affiliated with different 
political parties they said that when it came to decision-making for the 
community, they all united for the ‗larger good‘ for the people. Being a 
primarily Hindu dominated village the notions of a ‗good woman‘ 
associated with domesticity and motherhood were relevant to gender 
relations in Akkraipettai. Another issue affecting gender relations in 
Akkraipettai was alcoholism among men, which according to many women 
I spoke to, was a cause of quarrels arising from the men‘s misuse of funds 
that women preferred to utilise on the welfare of their children.   
Having grounded my research in the socio-cultural milieu of the 
coastal fishing communities, I now go on to elaborate the methods and 







METHODS AND METHODOLOGY 
 
 4.1 INTRODUCTION  
In this chapter I discuss the methods and methodology adopted to 
conduct research on ‗identity politics of disaster response‘ in Tamil Nadu. 
Since this thesis is about elite/subaltern, class and gender relationships in a 
disaster-affected community, I chose to use feminist philosophies of doing 
research which alert researchers to the inherent power relations in any 
fieldwork situation.  
4.2 METHODS  
Interviews and detailed discussions with both the elite (ruling and 
community) and the subaltern groups were the primary methods that I used 
for data collection. These were complemented by observations of people 
and events in the village. Secondary data used for the thesis was easily 
available on government and NGO web pages. Most of the government 
reports and official data on the 2004 Tsunami were accessed online in the 
course of the PhD programme. Secondary sources in the form of related 
studies on the theme, reports by human rights organisations and Oxfam 
gender reports were important in providing me an overview of identity 
issues in the field and I have used these to substantiate my arguments in the 
thesis. Table 4.2 below provides a list of different methods and sources 




Table 4.1: Methods employed to meet the Research Objectives   
     Objective       Information Required        Method 
- To establish elite 
and subaltern in 
Disaster 
Management 
context in India  
 
-To ascertain causes 
of gendered, classed 
and caste based  
vulnerability in the 




and dalits  in India  
 
 
-A knowledge of the disaster 
management in India – different 
actors and their decision-making  
powers,  activism by communities 
and civil society organisations 
-A knowledge of socio-economic, 
political and environmental 
systems, patriarchy and gender 
inequalities, features of moral 
economy in the fishing 
communities, relationships with 
the dalit groups  
- Relations of subaltern groups 
with the ‗elite‘ state and civil 
society actors  
 
Secondary sources 
studies on caste and 
class system, patriarchy 




documents   
United Nations disaster 
management 




Primary sources – in-
depth interviews with 
men and women in the 
affected community  
-detailed interviews 




To what extent are 
rehabilitation 
measures gendered, 
classed and caste 
biased?   
 
An understanding of relief and 
rehabilitation measures of the state 
and civil society organisations   
Whether the relief and 
rehabilitation measures were 
sensitive to the needs of the 
subaltern groups    
Short comings in the rehabilitation 
that created tensions in the 
communities – social engineering 
efforts by the state and civil 
society  
Secondary Sources-  
- Copies of 
Government Orders 
(GOs) related to the 
2004 tsunami) 
- Annual reports and 
Tsunami work reports 
of different NGOs 
working in the village  
Primary sources: In-
depth interviews with 







How and to what 
extent have gender, 
class and caste 
relations been 




What changes occurred in the intra 
community relationships in terms 
of gender, class and caste relations 
 
Primary sources – 
detailed interviews with 
affected women from 
different class, age and 
marital status groups  
Observation – looking 
at people interacting, 
sitting in the NGO – 
SHG meetings, sitting 
in the elected 
panchayat meeting  
  
4.2.1 Primary Methods  
Since my research is a feminist project and questions power 
relations and hierarchies (including gender) in disaster response, I decided 
that it would be appropriate to use qualitative techniques like in-depth 
interviews and discussions to understand the ‗lived experiences‘ of both 
elite and subaltern men and women. The interviews covered both the ‗elite‘ 
(the decision makers) and the ‗subalterns‘ (the affected groups).  The 
interviews for the elites were carried out at two sites – Chennai, the capital 
city of Tamil Nadu where I met the top state level bureaucrats involved in 
the 2004 Tsunami response such as the OSD (RR) and representatives from 
NGO headquarters such as TNTRC,
37
 Mata Amritanandmayee Math (NGO) 
and World Vision that had closed field offices in Nagapattinam. The second 
site was Nagapattinam district headquarters where the District Collector‘s 
office and most government departments such as the Rural Development, 
                                                            
37 Stands for Tamil Nadu Tsunami Resource Centre – special organisation set up with 
tripartite partnership between the Government of Tamil Nadu, UNDP and the local civil 




Women‘s Development, Children‘s Development offices were based and 
offices of various local civil society organisations (SNEHA, AVVAI and 
others).  
Before starting for fieldwork I set up interview dates with 
government officers and civil society heads telephonically or via emails. 
The site for interviewing the subaltern groups was the village of 
Akkraipettai. To begin with, I randomly knocked at people‘s doors in the 
village to find out whether they were interested in participating in the 
interviews. Most of the people that I met were keen on participating and 
were kind and hospitable in hosting me for a discussion. After a few 
random interviews, however I was directed to some of the ‗important‘ men 
and women in the village such as key NGO workers, community leaders 
and members of Self Help Groups with the help of respondents to carry out 
the rest of the interviews. After a few weeks of visits to the village my 
respondents began understanding my project and guided me to relevant men 
and women who they felt could provide me insights to Tsunami responses 
from different organisations. I had two key informants in the village; one 
was a SNEHA community leader who shared cordial relations with many 
women in the village on account of advocacy work that she did for the 
NGO and other was an AVVAI community leader who too was popular in 
the village for being the head of the self help groups‘ federation. My key 
respondents helped me identify special categories of women such as 
widows, abandoned women and others. Short biographies of my main 
respondents in the village are provided in Appendix 1.  
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Scholars who have written about the importance of reflexivity and 
positionality in conducting fieldwork (England, 1994; Rose, 1997; WGSG, 
1997; Moss, 2002; Moser, 2008) call for being cautious of the inherent 
power relations between the researcher and research subjects and reflecting 
on them in the process of the research. Moser (2008) further argues that 
personality traits like emotional intelligence (that is, being able to 
understand and interpret people‘s facial expressions, body languages and 
emotions) is helpful in conducting ethnographic, qualitative research. 
Moser (2008) contends that while it is important to be conscious of power 
relations involved in the research process, it is equally essential to be able 
to emotionally connect with the research subjects. Moser‘s argument is an 
important consideration in working with disaster-affected people as they are 
people that have experienced a traumatic event and lost family members, 
friends or neighbours in that event. For any research on disaster-affected 
people, researchers have to be able to able to understand the research 
subjects‘ stress in recalling the event and narrating their experiences of it.  
Fieldwork in disaster studies should also entail an understanding 
that a disaster is a point in time that causes disruptions in the societal order 
and is followed by tremendous responses from different actors in the 
society. It is thus useful to visit the ‗field‘ in different stages of a disaster 
cycle – namely the relief, rehabilitation, and recovery stages. Within the 
time and funding constraints of a doctoral programme, I made three visits to 
my field-site, Nagapattinam District in Tamil Nadu, to observe the affected 
communities during these phases. The first visit was a preliminary visit 
immediately after the relief phase (in September 2005) and the second (in 
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May 2007) was made to observe the rehabilitation processes, establish 
contacts with government officials, NGO members and to finalise the case 
study village(s). The final and main fieldwork period from February- 
August 2008 was the one when the bulk of interviews were conducted and 
data collected both from the case study village and from the state officials 
and the various NGOs working in the field.  
4.3 THINKING ABOUT RESEARCH IN A DISASTER AFFECTED, 
‘OVER-RESEARCHED’ AREA   
 In this section I explain the challenges that I faced in thinking about, 
conducting and writing this research (Moss, 2002). These challenges relate 
to my positionality as a North Indian
38
 female working in the Tamil context 
and with coastal fishing communities whose lifestyles are markedly 
different from my own urban background. Language was another major 
barrier that I had to overcome to establish connection with my ‗subaltern‘ 
research subjects. My inability to speak or understand the Tamil language 
posed a serious challenge for me; I partially overcame this by taking a 
Tamil language module at National University of Singapore (NUS) and 
utilizing the services of interpreters in the field. Another challenge was 
related to interviewing the ruling elite: while I could connect with them 
using English they had been ―over-questioned‖ with regard to rehabilitation 
of the Tsunami-affected communities from various quarters, including print 
                                                            
38 Being from the ‗North‘ is challenging in the Tamil Nadu context as there is considerable 
resistance to both North Indian culture and the Hindi language in Tamil Nadu. Both the 
dominant political parties in the state started with the motto of preserving the Tamil 
Dravidian culture.  
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and visual media persons and researchers from different disciplines from all 
across the country and world, and thus were suffering from research fatigue.  
Responses to the 2004 Tsunami involved an increased interface 
between the ruling elite, a range of civil society actors and the affected 
subaltern groups. For my fieldwork, I thus decided to interview as many 
actors as possible (over the three field visits) to get a clearer idea about the 
interventions that were taking place to rehabilitate the affected 
communities. The respondents were grouped into broad categories of – 
‗elite‘ (included the ruling and community elite) and ‗subaltern‘ and 
different strategies were adopted to interview them. Scheyvens et 
al.(2003:183) argue that it is difficult to define who comprises the category 
‗elite‘ and call for distinguishing between global, glocal and local as each of 
these raises different methodological questions. They further argue that it is 
the researcher‘s own identity position which influences his/her opinion of 
who is elite. This assertion is relevant to my research since as already 
discussed there are layers of elites and subalterns in my study area and I had 
to distinguish between the ruling elite and the community elite and the 
differential decision-making power that they enjoyed in the post-Tsunami 
situation. I understood that the state elite (the higher-level government 
officers) made the first level of elites (as they controlled the decisions and 
the funds), followed by civil society and community elite. Similarly, there 
were multiple groups and people in subaltern positions in the community, 
arising from their class, caste and gender positions. These groups of people 
had the least say in post-Tsunami decision-making processes and were 
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primarily at the receiving end of ‗aid‘ and hence I wanted to ensure I 
included their voice.  
Many respondents among the ruling elite (key government officials, 
NGO heads) had been interviewed multiple times and expressed frustration, 
fatigue and even disgust over a series of journalists and ‗nosy‘ researchers 
that had swamped the coast of Tamil Nadu after the occurrence of the 
disaster. Following Moser‘s (2008) assertion about emotional intelligence, I 
decided to be cautious about not annoying the already irritated officers and 
not to sound accusing about the hardships of the subalterns that I had 
observed in the field. With regard to interviewing the affected community 
(the subaltern group) in the 2004 Tsunami context, I was careful not to 
compel the interviewees to recall the incident if they felt discomfort or 
trauma in remembering it, a guiding principle for my research that I had 
listed while applying for clearance of my project from the National 
University of Singapore‘s Institutional Review Board (NUS-IRB)39.        
4.4 DOING RESEARCH: FIELDWORK, ITS CHALLENGES AND 
DILEMMAS   
In this section I will detail the actual process of doing fieldwork and 
the challenges it posed, including establishing trust and connecting to the 
both elite and subaltern research subjects who were very different from me. 
Each set of people had their own view of my research topic and received 
me in a different way. For example while the ruling elite saw me as a 
                                                            
39  I cleared the ethical review for my project from the NUS-IRB on 4th January 2008. 
Although I had made preliminary trips to the field before in 2005 and 2007, I did not conduct 
any unethical fieldwork during those trips (as they were primarily to get a first-hand feel of 
the politics in the field).  
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graduate student studying abroad, trying to advance my career through a 
PhD, most of the subaltern group members viewed me as a student ‗social 
worker‘ whose work and writings would somehow benefit their lives 
(directly or indirectly).  I submitted a copy of my project information sheet 
to all the elites that I interviewed i.e. the government officials and the NGO 
heads and other personnel and took informed consent from them. I read out 
the same documents to the fishing community members (since they would 
be intimidated to sign a document from an unknown outsider)
40
 and also 
took informed consents from them. I interviewed around 67 people from the 
two main groups (Table 4.1). In the next two sub-sections I elaborate the 
experiences that I had while working with these two groups of people 
involved in the 2004 Tsunami response.  
   Table 4.2: Breakdown of Interviewees 
Group Number 
Government Officers and workers (Ruling elite) 6 
Elected Panchayat leader and representatives  
(Community elite) 
3 
Civil Society heads/ directors, staff, coordinators and 
fieldworkers  (Hybridised – elite and subaltern) 
16 
Traditional Panchayat leaders (Community elite) 6 
NGO appointed community leaders and SHG leaders 
(elite/subaltern) 
6  
‗Ordinary‘ men from the village (subaltern)  10  
‗Ordinary‘ women from the village (subaltern) 20 
TOTAL  67  
                                                            
40 The NUS-IRB approved audio-recording of oral consent for the fishing community 
members, since it is commonly observed in rural communities that they get intimidated when 
asked to sign documents or are simply unable to do so due to their inability to read and write.  
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  4.4.1 Interviewing the ‘Elite’: Fatigue and Frustration    
Fatigue in research contexts occurs when subjects are over-
researched (Miller and Brewer, 2003; Skinner, et al., 2005; Clark, 2008). 
From my experiences of interviewing the ‗elite‘ in the 2004 Tsunami 
context, I observed that fatigue from being constantly questioned and 
critiqued had set in among the key persons in-charge of decision making 
and implementation. These were the main government officers and civil 
society heads who responded to the 2004 Tsunami. Some research topics 
and field sites attract the attention of many researchers and the 2004 
Tsunami was one such subject that drew plenty of attention from both 
academic and non-academic communities. Nagapattinam being the worst 
affected district in India also became a popular field-site for researchers and 
journalists to carry out detailed studies of relief, rehabilitation and recovery 
processes. Civil society and human rights organisations flocked to the state 
to take stock of the RRR processes. Public hearings and people‘s tribunals41 
by collectives of human rights organisations and NGOs were organised by 
actors that were acting as watchdogs of the state with regard to the 
protection of human rights in the 2004 Tsunami response.  
Several organisations published reports on the low quality of 
temporary and permanent shelters conducted via public-private partnership, 
discrimination against the lower castes and women and the inadequacy of 
measures taken by the government in responding to the Tsunami (Chaudhry 
                                                            
41 A public tribunal that was very popular was organised by a collective of civil society 
organisations in 2007 under the banner ―Voices from the Margins‖ 
http://www.voicesfromthemargins.com/node/8   
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and Vartak, 2006; APWLD, 2006; Vembulu, et al., 2008). Such tribunals 
and reports became a source of irritation for the government officials and 
they felt the need to respond to ―inaccurate criticisms‖42 (Officer on Special 
Duty Relief and Rehabilitation (OSD, RR), Tamil Nadu Government). The 
Officer on Special Duty for Relief and Rehabilitation became the public 
face of the state and was invited to attend public tribunals and give 
clarifications on behalf of the government and respond to criticisms and 
publications.  
Despite the irritation of being interviewed and critiqued multiple 
times, the OSD (RR) was forthcoming in responding to my appointment 
request and met me on 22
nd
 June, 2008. Scheyvens et al. (2003) contend 
that it may be sometimes difficult to gain access to the elite and researchers 
have to be prepared for cancellations and rescheduling of meetings with 
them. In the case of 2004 Tsunami elite however, access was not such a 
huge problem since refusal to meet researchers and journalists would attract 
more criticisms of the Tsunami rehabilitation processes.  
The OSD (RR)‘s replies depicted that he felt that the state was doing 
a ―fair‖ job of rehabilitation but was receiving unfair criticisms from 
researchers who had just visited one or two sites and only had an 
incomplete picture. This is evident in the quote below:  
There is no need for an elected, democratic government to 
discriminate against any of its citizens. I get cynical 
                                                            
42 See the debate between three independent researchers and the OSD (RR), Government of 
Tamil Nadu in Economic and Political Weekly issues 19th April , 2008, May 2008 and 21st 
June, 2008.   
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interpretations by some people.....I keep telling the media 
how many people have you interviewed? Sometimes I am 
given just half a day‘s notice to attend a hearing organised 
by some NGO who has appointed some judges to preside 
over. They just leave the invite outside my office and push 
off- they have already prepared their reports saying shoddy 
work etc. (personal interview OSD (RR), Chennai, 22
nd
 June 
2008).    
 During the interview, the OSD (RR) expressed frustration about the 
overemphasis by the media persons, researchers and civil society 
organisations on the gaps rather than the achievements of the government. 
The above quote and the overall tone of the OSD during the interview 
displayed his fatigue at being ―over-questioned‖ with regard to inadequate 
housing and infrastructure provision after the Tsunami.  
Similarly, the CEO of the NGO Coordination and Resource Centre 
(NCRC) at Nagapattinam expressed frustration over ‗disaster tourists‘ 
coming in to the district and commenting on the quality or the pace of the 
rehabilitation process. In a very animated tone she narrated the anecdote to 
me:  
You know there was this white guy who came to do some sort of 
study in the district. He came and said to me – ―What! It is six 
months to the tsunami and the communities are still living in the 
temporary shelters? What have you all been doing? My granny 
has saved every penny of her money to contribute to the disaster 
fund like many others in my country and you all just sit here 
doing things so slowly‖. I got so angry at this accusation and 
challenged him to stay here for six months and get the work 
done. He realised his mistake and later apologised to me 
(personal interview with the CEO of NCRC, Nagapattinam, 3
rd
 
August, 2008).    
The interview with the CEO also revealed her weariness arising from giving 
explanations about the ―slow pace‖ of shelter constructions and livelihood 
recovery to different international and national donors, journalists and 
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researchers. While interviewing key figures in disaster response (such as 
those cited above) researchers should be conscious of their subjectivities and 
try not to antagonise them further by insensitive questioning.     
Further, issues of ‗opportunism‘ among civil society organisations 
loomed large in the field, as different NGOs vied for the same projects and 
the state too contributed to the deepening of these cleavages among them. 
While the 2004 Tsunami brought a wave of death and destruction, it also 
brought with it a wave of funding, aid and projects often referred to as the 
‗second tsunami‘ (Bavnick, 2008). Along with this funding came ‗insider‘/ 
‗outsider‘ issues as a number of organisations from outside the state of 
Tamil Nadu came into the affected region. Prior to the 2004 Tsunami there 
were very few NGOs working with the fishing communities in 
Nagapattinam; in the post-Tsunami period however a wave of new NGOs 
came into the district, some of which then established permanent offices and 
long-term programmes in the district. This led to a highly competitive 
development environment as the older NGOs felt threatened by the presence 
of new ones.  
Researching in such a competitive NGO environment made me think 
about my own role and position as a researcher interviewing representatives 
from different NGOs. The challenge for me was to not let my own 
subjectivity and friendships influence my interactions with different 
organisations. For example, the NGO Coordination and Resource Centre 
(NCRC) in Nagapattinam had helped me find accommodation in the district 
and I felt gratitude towards them. However, not all NGOs in the district 
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were appreciative of the NCRC‘s role in the 2004 Tsunami response. I 
decided to refrain from giving my own opinion when one NGO passed 
judgement on another NGOs motives and actions. This was a conscious 
decision from my side to avoid causing harm to any of the organisation or 
individual that I had interacted with for my research. Also, I considered 
myself as an outsider to the NGO scene in Nagapattinam and did not want to 
be perceived as aligned with any particular organisation or its ideology.  
Scheyvens (2003:189) cite Adams and Megaw (1997) to explain the perils 
of engaging in advocacy and activism while doing research. They argue that 
Megaw had faced constraints in his fieldwork by affiliating with an NGO 
and engaging in advocacy which had later led to restrictions in his 
interactions with other organisations in the field.  
I felt that my own position was similar to Megaw‘s and while my 
own understanding of the world led me to prefer some NGO approaches 
over others, I chose not to engage with active advocacy with any NGO in 
the field. For example, the fact that a particular NGO‘s fieldworkers were 
bonding more closely with grassroots women in helping them with their 
community and household affairs as compared to other NGO workers led 
me to develop more respect for the former NGO. I however decided to 
validate these observations with the accounts of grassroots women about 
which NGO approaches they preferred and why.     
Avis (2002:193) states that feminists and others have called for 
recognition of researchers (and their personalities) on the knowledge that is 
produced through interviews and research interactions – that is to make 
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space for our subjectivities in the research process. Further, Avis (2002) 
herself was faced with the dilemma of interviewing her friends and reflected 
on whether she was an ‗insider‘ or an ‗outsider‘ in the research process. My 
situation, however, was clearly of an outsider to the research context since I 
was not only from North India (in a heavily Tamil cultural context) but was 
also studying abroad. Though I did develop friendships with both the elite 
and subaltern women that I interviewed, I made it clear to myself and to 
them that my project was larger than any friendship that I would develop in 
the field. They both understood and appreciated this fact and did not expect 
any promotional favours from me.  
Skelton (2001) suggests that being honest with one‘s research 
subjects is a trait that is helpful in overcoming some of these dilemmas that 
researchers face during fieldwork; these dilemmas maybe ethical, personal, 
academic and political (Wolf, 1996:1 cited by Skelton 2001). By grounding 
myself as purely a researcher in the district and adopting a non-aligned 
policy in a politically volatile post-disaster context, I thus improved my 
chances of interacting with a variety of organisations and gaining credibility 
in their eyes.         
4.4.2 Interviewing the subalterns 
Interviewing the subaltern group presented another set of challenges 
since I was working with gated communities and had to obtain permission 
from both the traditional and elected panchayat leaders to be able to interact 
with ordinary members of the community in Akkraipettai. The authority of 
the traditional panchayat leaders intimidated me sometimes, but I felt 
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fortunate that having granted the permission, they did not track my 
activities or movements within the community (at least to my knowledge). 
Had it been any researcher before the 2004 Tsunami, the research would 
have raised many eyebrows in the context of the community in Akkraipettai 
since class relations were evidently oppressive in this village
43
 and the 
traditional panchayat members would have interrogated the nature of 
questions being asked by the researcher. But due to massive external 
interventions following the 2004 Tsunami, the village leaders and members 
had both become used to curious outsiders and visitors and took it more in 
their stride to communicate freely with them. 
The power landscape in Akkraipettai, however, did influence my 
research findings as most of the men in the village were unwilling to talk 
about issues of power and marginalisation in the village to a female 
outsider. Many of them felt insulted or irritated that a woman was 
interfering with the internal matters of the village and I was ticked off by a 
traditional panchayat member during an interview for not sticking to the 
scope of my project and venturing into issues of power in the community 
which according to him were ―none of my concern‖. Women, however, 
were more forthcoming in their responses and reflected more deeply on the 
class and gender hierarchy in the village.  
During the interviews with ordinary men and women in the village, 
I could sense that some people wanted to reveal more information but were 
                                                            
43 I make this judgment about oppressive class relations since I noticed that the body 
language of ordinary members would change in the presence of the traditional panchayat 
members and they would begin to show subservience.   
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either stopped by their family members or held themselves back for other 
reasons. Hence, I had to device alternative ways to gather information 
regarding power relations, favouritism and biases in the RRR. These 
alternate ways included attending village festivals, sitting in the elected 
panchayat meetings, observing the behaviour and body language of 
subaltern men and women in the presence of the village elite, and vice 
versa. These helped me to make some judgements regarding the everyday 
assertions of power and resistance in the village. As per the IRB guidelines 
and my own sense of ethical responsibility, I did not push respondents for 
information that they did not want to reveal (for instance discussions around 
strained community and household relationships was something that not all 
people wanted to engage with).  
I interviewed six traditional panchayat members on separate 
occasions and closely observed their behaviour and body language while 
providing information regarding critical decision-making in the post-
Tsunami period to see whether their comfort level and ease was disturbed 
while handling these questions. By doing so, I aimed to pick out non-
confirming information that different members were providing and to help 
me form judgements regarding elitism (privilege) and subalternism 
(marginalisation) in the post 2004-Tsunami context.
44
      
As per the IRB guidelines I also audio-taped the ‗informed consent‘ 
of the participants from the fishing community and  my interpreter read out 
                                                            
44 Non-conforming answers such as some member‘s denial of conflicts with fishworkers and 
others acceptance of it, helped me form judgments about the power landscape and identity 
politics in the village.   
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the information sheet to them to detail out the aim and the objectives of my 
project. I ensured that the participants knew my background as a PhD 
student at the National University of Singapore and were clear that they had 
the option of withdrawing from participation in the project at any time. 
Furthermore, I used pseudonyms instead of real names of the interviewees 
to protect their identities (especially in the case of men and women in 
Akkraipettai). I also tried to dispel their expectations of direct benefits from 
me – like securing jobs in Singapore or any such hopes that they expressed.     
Cross-cultural research poses many challenges to researchers since 
they are ―outsiders‖ and may not understand the nuances of the culture they 
are going to study (Skelton, 2009). Working with interpreters to translate 
the interviews and discussions is one such challenge since it adds another 
layer of subjectivity to the way research is done and the findings 
interpreted. Twyman et al. (1999) for example argue that since interpreters 
play an important role in the research process, it is important to account for 
their positionality. From my own experience in the field, I however think 
that it is important to take into account and take advantage of both their 
positionality and personality.  
 I worked with three interpreters over the course of my main 
fieldwork; each interpreter I felt added his/her own subjectivity in 
understanding my project and interpreting the interviews for me. I had to 
get over this limitation by making multiple visits to the respondents with 
different interpreters at different times and subtly verify the information 
collected during earlier visits. This made the research process longer, but 
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more accurate at the same time.  The first interpreter was a North Indian 
male factory worker in his 40s who had lived in Nagapattinam for the past 
sixteen years and who spoke working Tamil. Contrary to my expectation 
that women in Akkraipettai would hesitate to open up to a North Indian 
male ‗outsider‘, my first interpreter proved a success in connecting well 
with the research subjects. He had a strong sense of humour and cracked 
jokes during the conversations with the women. This helped them lighten 
up and have a detailed discussion about their families with him. However, 
my first interpreter had a tendency to forget the original purpose of the 
research and digressed from the topic to indulge in story telling,
45
 and it 
proved a challenge at times to get him to steer the discussion back to the 
relevant topic. Additionally, his shift work in the factory did not allow him 
to accompany me in the field at all times.  
The second interpreter was a Tamil female undergraduate student 
(aged 24) who was working as a youth counsellor with an NGO in another 
district of Tamil Nadu. She assisted me with my project for a month. Being 
an ‗insider‘ (from a Tamil agricultural community) she was good at 
developing rapport with the women from the fishing community and it is 
with her that I completed most of the interviews with the women in the 
village. The advantage of working with her was that women did not feel 
uncomfortable in her presence even if they were taking an afternoon nap 
when we reached their houses. They did not feel the need to sit upright and 
                                                            
45 My first interpreter liked narrating his experiences and stories about his travels, children 
and various experiences from the past, including stories that he had read in books and 
religious texts.  
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answer an interview, rather the discussions became more open ended and 
detailed as their children and neighbours interrupted or joined the 
conversation. As Derrida (1991), Frenk (1995), Twyman et al. (1999) have 
pointed out that details get lost and meanings get distorted in interpretation, 
my second interpreter too did not translate the entire conversation for me; 
rather she provided me a summary of the discussions. I could feel that 
important specifics were being lost in her interpretation and had to often 
remind her to translate the finer details that the respondents were discussing 
with us. Since I was aware that meanings could get distorted in the process 
of translation and made a detailed note of the respondent‘s facial 
expressions, body language and voice tone to gauge the nuances I was 
missing out in the translation. Further, I made sure to maintain an eye 
contact with the respondents so that they could express some meanings and 
answers through their eyes and hand gestures.  
The third interpreter was a male IT professional (aged 29) who was 
a native of Nagapattinam. This interpreter was more accurate with his 
translation which I think was due to the fact that he was also better educated 
and more sensitive than the other two.Thus he was the most reflective with 
the research process and wanted accuracy in the representation of what he 
saw as research in ―his district‖. Hence he was more sensitive towards the 
power relations within the community and kept me updated with news 
reports on local TV channels and newspapers. With this interpreter I 
interviewed more of the men and traditional panchayat leaders in the 
village since he was able to connect well to all of these respondents. 
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Working with different interpreters proved advantageous to my research 
process as I was not rendered dependent on one kind of interpretation of the 
situation in the village.  
The interviews were mostly conducted in the houses of these men 
and women. Women in the village would be free after lunch at around 2 pm 
in the afternoon and it was this leisure time that they offered to share with 
me. In their daily routines women in the village would either watch TV or 
take a nap during this time of the day, but most of them said that they were 
happy to have me over for discussions at that time of the day. Most women 
that I interviewed were housewives, a few ran petty shops in the village and 
a few were fish vendors (who would finish vending jobs early in the 
morning).  
Each interview took me roughly two to three hours. Spending a few 
hours in each respondent‘s house provided me an insight into the gender 
relations within fishing households. Women were generally open in sharing 
about their relationships with the male members in the family in the pre- 
and post-Tsunami period; my own observations complemented their 
narratives. The lives and lifestyles of these women were very different from 
my own and there were obvious insinuations of power in the research 
situation. However, my daily visits to the village and detailed interest in 
women‘s daily affairs and their children‘s education helped them connect 
with me. Being a married Indian woman myself, I understood strains in 
marital family relationships, especially discords between mothers-in-law 
and daughters-in-law due to power struggles within the household. My 
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position as a married woman (although in a conservative North Indian 
Punjabi context) bore some similarities to the situations of women 
entangled in oppressive relations with their husbands or their families in 
Akkraipettai.  
My own struggles with my mother-in-law and father-in-law helped 
me relate to the experiences of several women who said that they did not 
share a cordial relationship with their own in-laws. For example, when the 
widows in the village revealed that they received no emotional or financial 
support from their dead husband‘s family, and were raising their children 
almost single-handedly, I could empathise with their situation and the non-
cooperation from family members. The obvious difference between most of 
the women that I interviewed and me was that I had not experienced 
motherhood whereas my research subjects mostly had between two and 
four children each. These women were both very concerned and ambitious 
about their children‘s education and career advancement, a sentiment that I 
could relate to despite not being a mother myself.     
McDowell (1992:391) argues that it tends to be the easiest thing in 
the world for women researchers to talk to their women subjects, to ―gain 
their confidence and discover all sorts of things about their lives, even given 
the differences in age, class and sometimes, nationality that divide us from 
each other.‖ I agree with McDowell‘s assertion because of my own 
experiences of connecting with and interviewing women in the fishing 
community of Akkraipettai. Despite obvious class, caste, educational and 
societal status differences, I had little difficulty in understanding the 
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narratives of these women and the spaces from where they were coming. 
Being a woman played an important role in binding me with my subaltern, 
women research subjects. I cannot however, say the same for the elite 
women that I had interviewed (mostly heads of NGOs) who were more 
formal and business-like in their interviews, a fact highlighted by 
McDowell (1992:392) herself when she says ―I found that powerful women 
were often more reluctant to reveal their feelings and information about 
their lives than women in other circumstances‖.      
Interviews with men in the village also were much more formal, 
primarily due to the fact that I was a female outsider and men felt culturally 
constrained from talking openly with me. Fishworkers however were more 
forthcoming during discussions than the trawler owners and powerful 
traditional panchayat leaders. In general, men maintained a distance from 
me but did not stop their wives from talking to me. Due to unprecedented 
external interventions from the outside world after the occurrence of the 
tsunami, the community had become socialised to receiving and interacting 
with outsiders and strangers. This fact definitely worked to my advantage in 
conducting my fieldwork interviews.  
The methodology I adopted to interview the elite and subaltern in 
my project was the most practical for conducting my fieldwork. The fact 
that I was a virtual ‗outsider‘ as already noted proved constraints to an 
ethnographic fieldwork. I could only observe the community with the eyes 
of an outsider and have long discussions with them at best, since I felt that 
they would find it strange if a North Indian woman lived among them and 
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participated in their daily activities, following their lives every moment of 
the day. Nor were quantitative methods like a survey through questionnaires 
suitable to my research, since I wanted to focus on the lived experiences of 
disaster-affected men and women. Moreover, a study on power entails the 
capturing of the nuances of the unsaid words, an ability to read between the 
lines and make judgements based on what is not said as much as what is 
said and these details could only captured through in-depth interviews and 
discussions with them.         
Although I developed friendships with several of my women 
respondents in the village but made sure that I did not make any false 
promises to anyone about writing letters, sending pictures, etc.  During and 
after my time in the field as I knew these assurances would be difficult to 
fulfil in the midst of heavy thesis writing upon return. I did however stay in 
touch with elite men and women (the ruling elite) from the field and even 
after coming back I corresponded with them via emails to exchange 
courtesies or get more information on the happenings in the field after I had 
departed. The director of a key NGO in the district (SNEHA) also visited 
me in Singapore in February 2009 and it revived my touch with the field.  
 4.5 CONCLUSION  
In this chapter I have provided insights into the philosophies that 
informed my methodology for my PhD fieldwork, some of the dilemmas 
that I faced during the fieldwork and the strategies that I used to overcome 
those dilemmas. The main challenge that I faced regarding interacting with 
the elite, related to their fatigue and politics in the field of Tsunami 
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response. I countered this challenge with my decision to be non-aligned 
with any of the NGO camps in the district while being cordial to all of 
them. However, with these demerits of an ‗over-researched‘ field-site there 
was also an advantage that people were accepting the presence of 
researchers in the district and interacted more openly with them.  
The challenges that I encountered while working with subaltern 
people were related to firstly, issues of cross-cultural research where I had 
to work through interpreters. This was overcome by working with different 
interpreters during different periods of the field work and verifying the 
information collected. Secondly and more importantly the challenge was 
the unwillingness of the subalterns to talk about power hierarchies and 
landscapes in the village. I overcame this difficulty by devising other ways 
of getting this information such as the ones detailed above. On the whole I 
was inspired by feminist principles of doing research and remained 
conscious of my own power while working with subaltern women. I tried to 
be of help whenever they sought advice on education matters for their 
children and suggested sources of funding their children‘s education but did 
not make false promises on my part. While interviewing elite men and 
women, power differentials were much less since many elite people‘s class 
and educational status matched my own. The elite even chose whether to 
communicate with me or not and there were occasions when I was kept 
waiting by the district level officer for relief and rehabilitation and got 
wishy-washy answers from other officers in the district.  
132 
 
I now go on to provide an overview of the different elite actors and 
their responses to the 2004 Tsunami in the next chapter to shed light on the 
development of elite/subaltern relations after the occurrence of the 




















‘A TALE OF TWO CLASSES’: DIFFERING RESPONSES 
TO THE 2004 TSUNAMI 
 
5.1 INTRODUCTION  
When a catastrophe occurs we have to reshuffle our 
conceptions of what was associated together because 
the previous definition has been made somewhat 
irrelevant (Latour, 2005:6).  
The above quote highlights the potential role of disasters as catalysts 
in the formation of new social relations and associations in affected 
societies. In this chapter I examine the formation of such new social 
formations in the state of Tamil Nadu in the aftermath of the 2004 Tsunami. 
My aim is to provide an overview of the elites, their collectives and varied 
agendas/politics after the occurrence of the 2004 Tsunami. I will also 
elucidate the resistance strategies of the subalterns against these ‗top-down‘ 
decision-making moves of the ruling and non-ruling elite. For analysing 
elite/subaltern relations through the phases of Relief, Rehabilitation and 
Recovery, I have divided the analytical sections of this chapter into each of 
these phases respectively, with the relief phase roughly corresponding to the 
period from December 2004 to June/July 2005, the rehabilitation phase 
from July 2005 to September 2006, and the recovery/ development phase 
(from September 2006 onward).   
I argue that partnerships and contestations among different elite 
actors (such as international organisations, the state (both GoI and GoTN) 
and local civil society actors) in post-Tsunami Tamil Nadu led to the 
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emergence of a unique Tsunami-politics in the state. The affected subaltern 
groups in turn, aided by a hybridised civil society
46
 were active in 
challenging some of these decisions and negotiating rehabilitation with the 
elite.  
State, civil society and community relations evolved from ones of 
extreme elite/subaltern proximity in the immediate post-disaster period 
when subaltern hopes were aroused for a change in traditional state-society 
relations, to once again of ruling elite‘s indifference towards the affected 
communities‘ needs during the rehabilitation and recovery phase, due to the 
neo-liberal mindset of the state. Overall, the analysis will show that:  
 During the relief phase, there was a disruption in the traditional social 
hierarchy between the state officials and the populations that they govern 
(or the ruling elite and the subaltern) as top-level state officials came down 
to the spaces occupied by the coastal fishing communities (often staying in 
the Tsunami- affected villages for extended periods to supervise relief 
work) and worked closely with the fishing communities (section 5.3).  
 In the rehabilitation phase however, these officials retreated back to their 
offices in the towns and cities and made decisions in consultation with the 
civil society elite and the community elite (the traditional panchayat 
members). In this phase, thus, the state elite were complicit in favouring 
patriarchal communal institutions and individuals such as the traditional 
                                                            
46 As explained in the review of literature, some scholars (Chandhoke, 2003; Fernandes, 
2006) have critiqued the categorisation of all civil society actors as elite. Hybridised civil 
society thus is those organizations that occupy the middle space between elite and subaltern 
actors and represent hybridization of civil and political societies.  
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panchyat members, who were invited to the state and district government 
secretariats for decisions regarding housing and relocation. I argue that this 
policy implied that the voices of common men and women from the 
affected villages were subdued through the promotion of the community 
elite by the ruling elite (section 5.4).  
 In the recovery phase consultations with the community became even rarer 
and the state‘s usual development programmes were not based on the 
specific needs of the coastal fishing communities. I deal with the state‘s 
(GoI‘s) neo-liberal advances after the Tsunami that were manifest in the 
2005 re-drafting of the ordinance of the Coastal Management Zone
47
 (CMZ 
2005) by the state which essentially sought to displace coastal fishing 
groups and strip them of their rights to the coast (section 5.5).  
To elucidate the elite politics surrounding the 2004 Tsunami 
response in Tamil Nadu, I identify the ‗elites‘ that responded to the 2004 
Tsunami and explicate their multiple voices and agendas in disaster 
response. I argue that while ‗elites‘ are described as a uniform category by 
Indian scholars Kothari (1995) and Chatterjee (2004) with  middle class 
bourgeois characteristics, they are in fact not a homogenous category since 
they have multiple positionalities, orientations and agendas in the re-
development processes. I problematise the strict elite/subaltern binary 
proposed by Indian scholars (Kaviraj, 1984; Kothari, 1995; Chatterjee, 
                                                            
47 
CMZ 2005 is the new ordinance with regard to management of the coast promulgated by 
the central government after the Tsunami. 
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2001, 2004) by suggesting that in the post-Tsunami period, the category of 
‗elites‘ was actually fractured within it.  
Although the majority among the elite aligned with other ‗elites‘ (such 
as most civil society organisations allied with the state by following its 
policies blindly) there were others, which, though smaller in number were 
more committed to subaltern groups‘ empowerment and rights and had an 
important bearing on the post-Tsunami elite/subaltern politics in the region. 
These hybridised NGOs were more involved in the processes of active 
resistance and reversing the processes of governmentality adopted by the 
Indian and Tamil Nadu states following the 2004 Tsunami. The Indian state 
especially, tried to implement its neo-liberal agenda following the Tsunami 
(Klein 2007), by promulgating a new coastal regulation in favour of 
capitalist ventures such as industry and tourism and proposing relocation of 
artisanal fishing communities further away from the coast. This move 
however was stalled by the efforts of what I call ‗hybridised civil society‘ – 
such organisations along the Indian coastline that were committed to the 
rights of traditional communities in this geography.  
Kothari (1995:171) and Chatterjee (2004) argue that civil society in 
India has largely been unsuccessful in addressing the real issues of the 
subaltern groups residing in the majority India. In the case of the post-
Tsunami interventions in coastal Tamil Nadu however, I argue that there 
were civil society actors that were successfully pushing ‗bottom up‘ 
projects to protect the rights of the subaltern groups and achieve their 
agendas. I explain the different approaches of the elites with the help of two 
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case studies: the first of relocation and housing projects (of households that 
were relocated out of Akkraipettai) in Tata Nagar and Papakoil (section 5.4) 
and the second of the new coastal regulation (CMZ 2005) promulgated by 
the Government of India immediately after the Tsunami (section 5.5).  
In the next sections I detail the different groups of elites that came 
into Nagapattinam after the occurrence of the 2004 Tsunami, their 
immediate responses to the disaster and their roles in relief, rehabilitation 
and recovery (RRR) and their negotiations with the subaltern groups. 
 5.2 A TSUNAMI OF ELITE ACTORS IN NAGAPATTINAM AND 
AKKRAIPETTAI 
Various kinds of organisations with their varied motivations 
responded to the 2004 Tsunami. These different motives and motivations, I 
contend, are important in appreciating the elite/subaltern negotiations that 
went on after the occurrence of the disaster. The NGOs that aligned with 
the state and those that aligned closer to the subaltern groups are the two 
broad categories that operated in post-Tsunami Tamil Nadu. It is hence 
essential to detail here, the philosophies that guided these ‗elite‘ actors and 
the politics that they contributed to in the post-disaster situation.  
Civil society is a wide concept that encompasses various kinds of 
non-state social associations. It has been defined by different scholars in 
different ways. One consensus that emerges from its varied 
conceptualisations is that it is an extremely complex domain and is full of 
contradictions. For example, Fine (1997: 25) explains these contradictions:  
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Born out of the struggle against totalitarianism in its communist 
form, civil society theory contains within itself elements of that 
which it most opposes.    
Similarly, a number of western theorists provide different and often 
contradictory views about civil society. For example Whitehead (1997:99) 
elaborates: 
Whereas for Hobbes civil society is the response to the perils of the 
state of nature, and for Hegel it reflects the growth of commerce as a 
sphere supposedly independent from politics, for Tocqueville it fills 
the void left by the absence of an aristocracy. So, in Tocqueville‘s 
conception, for the first time, civil society and democracy were 
viewed as inherently linked together, whereas for the previous 
authors they were seen as disconnected and indeed as potentially 
antagonistic principles of social organisation.  
This quote reflects the multiple directions or facets that the concept of civil 
society can take. While acknowledging that civil society is a broad concept 
encompassing many social non-state associations, for this thesis, I use the 
understanding of the strategies adopted by different NGOs after the 2004 
Tsunami situation as a way of analysing civil society at work. NGOs are an 
important part of civil society organisations and their impacts in the society 
can be used to understand the role and place of civil society in a national 
context and the identity politics that they engage with in responding to a 
disaster.     
The literature on NGOs in the Majority World (discussed in Chapter 
2) reflects that civil society actors in these parts of the world are surrounded 
with dilemmas of donor pressures which constrain their operation. 
Grassroots organisations that do not give in to such pressures suffer from 
lack of funding and sometimes have to discontinue their efforts. In the 
Indian context too, issues of bureaucratisation, accountancy and 
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management cultures have been raised by several scholars (Nagar and Raju, 
2003; Anupamlata et al., 2006; Sharma, 2008). Sharma (2008) argues that 
some NGOs are like extended arms of the state, often implementing 
development schemes for them. This situation, as some scholars would 
believe, does not fulfil the main criteria of civil society, whose main 
purpose according to them is to check the totalitarian tendencies of the 
states and markets. Such diverse characteristics of civil society 
organisations have to be understood to appreciate their roles in disaster 
response.   
In post-Tsunami Nagapattinam too, a range of NGOs came in to 
carry out relief and rehabilitation work. Civil society actors including 
international NGOs such as Oxfam, Save Our Souls (SOS); faith-based 
ones such as World Vision, Mata Amritanandmayee and Ramakrishna 
mission; public sector NGOs such as Bharat Sanchar Nigam 
Limited
48
(BSNL) and corporate sector NGOs such as Tata Relief Fund (a 
social sector wing of Tata industries). There were also NGOs emanating 
from the grassroots such as South Indian Federation of Fishermen Society
49
 
(SIFFS) and Social Need Education and Human Awareness
50
 (SNEHA) that 
worked purely for protecting and advancing the rights of artisanal fishing 
                                                            
48 BSNL is a public sector enterprise for telecommunications. 
49 SIFFS is a Kerala based NGO that has worked for artisanal fishing communities since the 
1970s. Their main activities include formation of fisher cooperatives and societies for access 
to credit in lean periods and boat maintenance yards. 
50 SNEHA is a fishery-based NGO that has been working in Nagapattinam since 1984. It is 




communities.  I contend that each of these groups of elite had a stake in the 
2004 Tsunami response but engaged in very different kinds of politics with 
regard to the rehabilitation, participation and empowerment of subaltern 
groups.  
Table 5.1 lists the variety in civil society organisations that operated 
in Akkraipettai in the pre- and post-Tsunami periods. As is evident from 
their vision/mission statements, almost all of them claimed to work for the 
betterment of marginalised sections of the society such as dalits, women, 
children, landless labourers, fishworkers etc. However, their operations in 
the field reflected differences in approaches to empowering the marginal 
sections of the society. 
Table 5.1: Main Actors and their Roles in RRR Processes in Akkraipettai  
Name of 
Organisation 
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coastal rights of 
To facilitate the 
mobilisation of 
unorganised and 
marginalised workers in 
fishery and allied sectors 
especially women, 
children, dalit, minorities 
and other marginalised 
sections in order to protect 
and promote their 
livelihood rights and right 
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training for the 
state sponsored 
programmes  
Upliftment of the 
marginalized sections of 
society in India through 
supportive services. 
(Source: AVVAI website 
http://www.avvai.org) 












Vision- Our vision for 
every child, life in all its 
fullness; Our prayer for 
every heart, the will to 
make it so 
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company with not much 
prior experience in disaster 
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"Everyone in the world 
should be able to sleep 
without fear, at least for 
one night. Everyone 
should be able to eat to his 
fill, at least for one day. 
There should be at least 
one day when hospitals see 
no one admitted due to 
violence. By doing selfless 
service for at least one day, 
everyone should help the 
poor and needy. It is 
Amma's prayer that at least 
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help groups  
In participation with the 
grass root level people St. 
Joseph‘s Development 
Trust seeks to serve the 
weaker sections of the 
society such as the women, 
children & youth and 
irrespective of caste, creed 
or religion. Also it offers 
them the equal 
opportunities to develop 
their potentials towards 
self-sustained life.(Source: 
SJDT India website 
http://www.sjdt.in) 
 
















support to the 
single parents.  
We build families for 
children in need, we help 
them shape their own 
futures and we share in the 




Source: Primary data collected in the field and NGO web pages (for 
vision/mission statements). Classification of NGOs is based on the author’s 
analysis.   
 
Only a few NGOs (such as SIFFS, SNEHA and KSMTF)
51
 were 
engaged in activism on behalf of the coastal fishing communities in the pre-
Tsunami period. These NGOs were mostly established by people from 
                                                            
51 These NGOs formed a network of coastal organizations that engaged in advocacy work for 
the artisanal coastal fishing groups. 
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within these communities who attained higher education and had become 
professionals such as teachers and lawyers.
52
 Originating from the subaltern 
domain, these individuals had thus transcended to the elite domain through 
their educational attainments and formation of organisations that have been 
classified as ‗elite‘ in the Indian context (Chatterjee, 2004). These 
organisations hence represent ruptures or leakages in traditionally defined 
elite/subaltern categories.  
 I contend that such NGOs are neither elite nor subaltern and occupy 
a middle space or a hybridised domain wherein they have developed 
mechanisms to communicate with the ‗elite‘ using the voices of the 
‗subaltern‘.  These older established actors in the pre-Tsunami period 
(mostly in existence from 1970s and 1980s onwards) played central roles 
even in the post-Tsunami period due to their familiarity and close ties with 
the coastal fishing communities. However, the advent of a variety of new 
actors in the post-Tsunami period complicated the NGO politics in Tamil 
Nadu especially in Nagapattinam where 450-500 NGOs were reported to 
have arrived in the immediate post-Tsunami period (data from DC office, 
Nagapattinam obtained on 10
th
 February, 2008).  
The difference in the approach of these older hybridised actors and 
the freshly arrived ones was evident. This was due to the fact that the older 
NGOs knew the socio-cultural milieu of the fishing communities and their 
livelihood concerns and vulnerabilities whereas the newer ones were 
                                                            
52 For instance P. Christy – the founder of SNEHA in Nagapattinam hailed from the fishing 
community and was a lawyer by training. Other older fisheries-based NGOs along the coast 
were also headed by teachers.  
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relatively unfamiliar with these nuances. For instance, while SNEHA 
viewed and treated subaltern women (mostly wives of fishworkers) as 
agents of change in the families, communities and larger society, AVVAI 
perceived women as a constituency to meet targets set up by the state under 
its different empowerment schemes (such as the SGSY detailed in Chapter 
6). Similarly, while SOS strengthened widowed women‘s livelihoods based 
on suggestions provided by them, World Vision and other NGOs that did 
housing just adhered to the state‘s housing guidelines without incorporating 
the local community‘s voices or opinions in them. An examination of the 
varied approaches of the state and civil society towards rehabilitating the 
subaltern groups addresses my first research objective, which pertains to the 
disaster-management approach adopted by the ‗actors in control‘. The fact 
that some NGOs involved the subaltern groups and others did not had 
varied impacts on the lives and well-being of these groups. For example, 
the fact that SNEHA worked closely with the fishing communities and 
made them central to all their programmes had some very positive impacts 
especially on the lives of women in these communities.  
Chandhoke (2003) argues that civil society is a complex domain and 
is characterised by hierarchies and conflicts within itself. Similarly, I found 
that considerable friction emerged among the ‗elite‘ actors due to their 
varied philosophies and approaches in the post-Tsunami period. While 
older NGOs like SNEHA, called for the preservation of fishing 
communities‘ land rights and livelihoods, the state and some of the 
corporatized and international NGOs were more interested in promoting 
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neo-liberal agendas, yet others were interested in obtaining housing and 
livelihood projects from the state to promote themselves in the field. Hence, 
different groupings of elites emerged in the post-Tsunami period. 
Prominent among these were the state and district level NGO coordination 
and resource centres – Tamil Nadu Tsunami Resource Centre (TNTRC) and 
Nagapattinam NGO Coordination and Resource Centre (NCRC). These 
centres were based on tripartite partnerships between the state (Government 
of Tamil Nadu), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and 
participating NGOs. Most consultative meetings regarding shelter, 
livelihoods and other sectors were held under the auspices of these 
coordination centres at the state and district levels.  
The resource centres were initially set up immediately after the 
Tsunami to coordinate immediate relief needs especially in Nagapattinam 
where the damage was massive and so were the number of NGOs that 
arrived after the Tsunami. In Nagapattinam district, the NGO coordination 
centre was set up by a collaboration between two older coastal 
organisations, SIFFS and SNEHA, which were familiar with the coastal 
fishing communities and provided critical data about relief camps in various 
villages. The CEO of NCRC was an ‗elite‘ woman, middle class, English 
educated, with a degree in rural development from a reputable Indian 
Institute, and urban bred. She was the wife of a top-level official in the 
NGO, SIFFS (which originated in coastal Kerala but had a branch in 
Nagapattinam). The steering committee of the NCRC, Nagapattinam, 
consisted of academics, lawyers, activists and members from other coastal 
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NGOs including SIFFS and SNEHA (details obtained from discussions 
with NCRC staff members, February-August, 2008).  
To understand the politics among the elites, it is important to 
understand the politics surrounding this elite congregation called the 
NCRC, Nagapattinam. Though it started as a coordination body for the 
effective channelling of relief and rehabilitation, it later became state 
supported (and as some NGO representatives put it, a ‗mouthpiece‘ of the 
state without a mandate of its own). It became a supervisor/monitor for the 
state, checking that the other NGOs were following government orders 
related to rehabilitation in letter and spirit and both the state and NCRC 
were hence engaging in scratching each other‘s backs.   
During the relief period, the NCRC coordinated the flow of 
materials from the government warehouses to the relief camps; the CEO of 
NCRC stated that ―logistic planning became easier since it was through a 
single window system‖ (personal interview, CEO, NCRC; 3rd August, 
2008). The NCRC was supported and institutionalised by the district level 
state administration to continue to coordinate the rehabilitation and 
recovery stages (collect and disseminate vital information). Due to the 
enormity of the rehabilitation efforts, the state wanted access to information 
about the fishing hamlets and supported the coordination centres to set up 
computer networks to send information from the fishing villages to the 
district headquarters. Interviews with the district administrators and 
different NGOs revealed that the NCRC was perceived as extremely 
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effective in managing the immediate relief requirements of the 
communities.  
Due to massive state support, NCRC thus managed to establish itself 
at the top of the NGO hierarchy in the district in the post-Tsunami period. 
Its credibility however diminished in the rehabilitation and recovery phases 
when other NGOs started questioning its motives and operations and 
refused to follow its hegemony in directing the way rehabilitation should be 
done. Yet again, this reflects that civil society in itself is quite divided and 
hierarchical in its functioning in India.  
The District Collector of Nagapattinam in the immediate post-
Tsunami period revealed that: 
The NCRC did a very effective inter agency coordination in 
Nagapatttinam and to be fair, the people of Nagapattinam should 
by and large thank the large scale NGO efforts coordinated by the 
Government.  
(email correspondence with Dr. J. Radhakrishnan, District 
Collector of Nagapattinam in the immediate post-Tsunami period; 
19th October, 2009).  
The quote from the former District Collector of Nagapattinam and 
the rest of his correspondence reflects that he considers the people 
‗ungrateful‘ for complaining about their new houses and the rehabilitation 
provided. Similar to the OSD (RR) (see Chapter 4), the DC also felt that 
people were focusing more on the shortcomings of the rehabilitation 
programme rather than appreciating its ‗merits‘. For the subaltern groups 
however, the conditional nature of housing that they received left them with 
mixed feelings of gratefulness and frustration. de Alwis (2009) notes that 
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conditional aid in post-Tsunami Sri Lanka left people ―doubly wounded‖ 
first with a sense of indebtedness and secondly due to the restrictive nature 
of the same. The case of post-Tsunami rehabilitation in Nagapattinam 
echoes the same finding, since the non-participatory approach of the state to 
housing left the affected fishing communities alienated to the process of 
rebuilding their own shelters.      
While most NGOs that engaged in the construction of permanent 
housing retreated from the village after the completion of their respective 
‗projects‘; the ones that stayed on – like SNEHA and SOS became closely 
involved with the communities and addressed their practical and strategic 
needs. The next three sections discuss the roles of these elite actors after the 
Tsunami.   
5.3 RELIEF:
53
 THE ‘ELITE’ AND THEIR IMMEDIATE 
RESPONSES TO THE TSUNAMI 
The Chief Minister and the upper level bureaucrats of the state 
comprised the top layer among elites as most of them came from upper 
caste, middle class, highly educated backgrounds. This category of elites 
took on new roles in the immediate post-Tsunami period due the extreme 
conditions created by the Tsunami. In ‗normal times‘, English educated, 
upper level bureaucrats (such as District Collectors)
54
 do not contact rural 
                                                            
53 Although I have divided the analytical sections in this chapter by phases, and am trying to 
discuss relief in this section, there may be cross-referencing to the next phase since there was 
considerable overlap between them.    
54 The ‗District Collector‘ is a Central Indian Government employee who is in charge of the 
governance of a district in a state. District Collectors are officers of the Indian 
Administration Service who are entrusted the task of handling law and order, revenue 




people on a daily basis as they are mostly involved in upper level 
monitoring processes based on information provided by lower level field 
officers. Gupta (2006:212) argues that in ‗normal times‘ it is important to 
understand the quotidian practices of the lower level officials of the state to 
understand the images that rural people construct of the state. He explains 
that in the Indian context it is the village level workers, land record keepers, 
elementary school teachers, agricultural extension agents, local hospital 
staff and others that shape the images of the state in the eyes of rural 
communities since they interact with them the most.  
The 2004 Tsunami, however, caused a disruption in the normal 
order of the bureaucratic hierarchy of the state and compelled all levels of 
bureaucrats to expand their usual roles to come down to the level of the 
affected subaltern masses and address their immediate needs. It enabled 
rural people to see the elite upper echelons of the state more closely and 
develop alternative opinions about the state. As a first step, the Chief 
Minister of Tamil Nadu, J. Jayalalita, transferred all the adjoining district 
collectors to the affected districts to assist with rescue and relief operations. 
She responded to the extraordinary social chaos created by the 2004 
Tsunami by writing numerous government orders related to immediate 
relief and rehabilitation and toured the affected areas in the immediate post-
Tsunami period. One of the programme coordinators of a national level 
NGO explained his temporarily changed perception of this known-to-be-
corrupt politician in ‗normal times‘:   




We heard that for the first few weeks the Chief Minister –Jayalalitha 
sat in office till 2 a.m. everyday writing Government Orders (GOs) 
related to the Tsunami rescue, relief and rehabilitation. She posted 
all the smart officers from the state government to the affected 
districts. They have a very up to date Tsunami website...no wonder 
the Tsunami activities in the affected districts really progressed well 
under her proactive leadership.  
(Murugeshawar,
55
 Regional Programme Director, for an NGO 
working for the elderly, 41, 27
th
 May, 2007) 
The exceptional state of chaos caused by the Tsunami thus led to the 
temporary re-arrangement of elite/subaltern roles and relations than those in 
‗normal‘ times. The state‘s revenue department was made overall in charge 
of funding the Tsunami relief, rehabilitation and recovery activities in the 
state; a special post called ‗Officer on Special Duty, Relief and 
Rehabilitation‘ (referred to as the OSD, RR) was created in the Department 
of Revenue, GoTN to coordinate Tsunami projects in the various affected 
districts.  
The affected villagers expressed that the District Collectors who 
were scarce in ‗normal‘ times had been ―remarkable‖ in responding to the 
extraordinary situation created by the Tsunami by effectively coordinating 
and supervising the retrieval and disposal of dead bodies. The majority of 
the respondents in Akkraipettai expressed high levels of satisfaction with 
the state and civil society‘s relief efforts. They felt that the higher level 
officers came down to their level to understand their needs, which gave 
them a sense of increased access to the state in the immediate post-Tsunami 
period. For example: 
                                                            




A very kind District Collector was posted to our village. He stayed 
here with us till every single dead body in the village was recovered. 
Dr Radhakrishnan was really helpful. He was very active in 
coordinating relief and rehabilitation works in this village. It is 
because of him that epidemic did not break out in this village – he 
made sure that ample medicines were sprayed on the mass graves so 
that diseases would not spread.  
(Hariharan, 55, former traditional panchayat member, 24
th
 July, 
2008)     
  
The immediate phase was well handled. All our requirements were 
taken care of by several NGOs that came in after the Tsunami. 
Everything was distributed - food, clothing, utensils, stoves, milk, 
tea, coffee, rice, daal,
56
 spices, oil and much more. We were well 
provided for. It is only now that the panchayat has created rifts in 
the community with the boats and housing allocations. It has 
favoured its own friends and relatives – it is now that I feel left out 
of the Tsunami rehabilitation efforts.  
(Majhi, 45, female fish-vendor, 16
th
 February, 2008)  
  
Hariharan explained how the state met the expectations of the rural 
community in Akkraipettai during the rescue and relief phase and Majhi 
highlighted the role of civil society organisations in handling the immediate 
needs of the communities after the 2004 Tsunami. The state‘s Tsunami 
response in the relief period represents a departure from Chatterjee‘s (2004) 
contention that the ruling elite are distanced from subaltern aspirations. The 
relief phase represented a unique rupture in this situation, which I contend, 
was shortlived as the elite/subaltern cleavage re-surfaced in the 
rehabilitation and recovery phases, where the aspirations of subaltern men 
and women were buried under top down elite decision-making. This 
disconnect re-emerged due to ‗pressures‘ from international donors and 
                                                            
56 Lentils cooked on a daily basis in Tamil Nadu. 
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media which the elite said they experienced soon after the Tsunami and led 
them to set hurried deadlines to finish housing and other RRR measures.  
While Majhi (see quote above) expressed a high degree of 
satisfaction with the state and civil society‘s relief efforts, she exuded 
increased frustration with the rehabilitation and recovery measures in the 
village. A report by the Tsunami Evaluation Coalition
57
 (TEC, 2006) 
highlights the same finding. Telford and Cosgrave (2006: 68) argue that 
satisfaction among the affected was high during the relief phase but feelings 
of discontent increased as the efforts transitioned into rehabilitation and 
recovery due to unfair practices of local leaders. Their findings are very 
relevant to my research as I observed the same in Akkraipettai (see Chapter 
6 for details).    
The immediate relief efforts were well coordinated but various 
human rights organisations reported numerous problems related to 
temporary shelters in the early rehabilitation phase (3-9 months after the 
Tsunami) (see APWLD, 2006; Chaudhry and Vartak, 2006; Vembulu et al., 
2008). These issues were related primarily first to the use of unsuitable 
construction materials that made the shelters extremely hot, dark and dingy, 
and second, the low lying flood prone locations in which they were 
constructed. In Akkraipettai, most of the temporary shelters were built by 
World Vision, and some of the respondents reported that there was an 
outbreak of chicken pox in the summer season due to extremely hot 
                                                            




conditions inside the shelters, a result of the use of unsuitable construction 
materials (see Figure 5.1). There were also gender issues related to the lack 
of privacy and adequate sanitation facilities for women as the one-room 
tenements were built very close to one another (email correspondence with 
J. Radhakrishnan, former DC, Nagapattinam; 19
th
 October, 2009). The 
respondents reported that although the district administration responded to 
the chicken-pox outbreak by distributing medicines to check the further 
spread of the disease, it had already done considerable damage to the 
already broken morale of the community who were suddenly exposed to a 
massive change in life-styles by being in the shelters. 
The GoTN faced considerable criticism from different groups of 
elite (media, researchers and human rights groups) for their lackadaisical 
attitude towards the plight of the affected fisher-groups in the temporary 
shelters. These publications, public tribunals and hearings contributed to a 
partial reversal in the processes of governmentality, as the state and its 
officials were forced to respond to such criticism. The state officials and 
their partners covered their inaction by explaining that they faced extreme 
challenges related to coordination of massive housing programmes. These 
challenges included a shortage of construction materials and labour and a 




In the rehabilitation period, disconnections between the state and 
fishing communities‘ re-surfaced (it had been temporarily disrupted in the 
immediate response/ relief phase) since critical decisions continued to be 
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made at the top levels and imposed upon the subaltern groups. For example 
the poor conditions of the temporary shelters during the summer season 
(April to July) and rainy season (October to December) led the fishing 
communities to believe that the state had accorded their post-disaster needs 
a marginal status; there were also at least three separate incidents of fire 
where the entire temporary shelter was gutted and new shelters had to be 
built (NCRC staff member, 28, 15
th
 February, 2008).  
The NCRC staff member explained that most of these incidents 
happened just before the festival of pongal,
58
 2006, when the communities 
were in a festive mood and ―needed more of the state‘s attention and 
handouts‖. Since permanent houses were under construction during this 
time period (September 2005 to September 2006) and the communities 
wanted an improvement to their temporary shelters, they used techniques 
such as setting fire to the temporary habitations to turn the state‘s attention 
towards their needs. There was no evidence however, to suggest that they 
were deliberately burnt down (rather than being an accidental fire). The 
elite group at NCRC was only speculating that the fires were deliberate and 
enhancing the negative stereotype of ‗dependency‘ that they had ascribed to 
the affected coastal fishing communities time and again.   
States create discourses about disaster-affected populations based on 
false assumptions to facilitate their practices of governmentality. Hedman 
(2009:161) for example uses the case of discourses about Internally 
                                                            
58 Pongal is a harvest festival celebrated by Tamil communities over the world annually on 
14th January.  
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Displaced People (IDPs) in Indonesia, which led to the state‘s attempts to 
relocate them in post-2004 Tsunami Aceh that were met with strong 
protests: 
These protests served to rupture the expert discourses that have 
inscribed humanitarian relief and reconstruction efforts in the 
aftermath of the tsunami that hit Aceh on 26 December 2006. In this 
vein, these protests also point beyond the production of knowledge 
anchored in governmentality of displacement.           
 
The state‘s moves to change the lifestyles of disaster-affected 
communities were met with resistance of the type discussed above (burning 
of temporary tenements). Figure 5.1 shows a typical temporary shelter in 
the district of Nagapattinam. Notice that the tin sheets used to construct the 
shelter make the interior very hot. There was no source of ventilation except 
the main entrance.  
 





Additionally, sanitation facilities were inadequate in these shelters. 
For example, an early study commissioned by the Womenkind Worldwide 
coalition (March, 2005) pointed out that women of different age groups 
with different needs during the relief and rehabilitation phases were largely 
overlooked by the state in its disbursal of relief (Murthy et al., for 
Womenkind 2005). For instance, during their study, adolescent girls had 
complained about inadequate sanitation spaces, inappropriate dress 
distribution and no provision of underwear and sanitary napkins. Further, 
the coalition noted that: 
The relief and rehabilitation measures are not gender neutral. 
They are mediated by not only differences in gender roles of 
men and women, but also power-relations between men and 
women in the affected communities. In all the four kuppams
59
 
visited in Kancheepuram and Chennai districts, the traditional 
panchayat pooled the rations and money and distributed it 
amongst all the fishing taxpaying households. While this 
appears egalitarian, there have been reports of single women 
without adult sons to go fishing not receiving relief materials 
or money or rehabilitation loans/grants from the community 
leaders, because they do not pay fishing tax to the traditional 
panchayats. 
(Unpublished report by the coalition of local women‟s 
organizations, Centre for Women‟s Development and Research, 
Guide, Ekta, Womankind India, Chennai, March 2005 obtained 
from CWDR office on 14th June, 2007).   
These findings from the Womenkind coalition highlight that both 
gender and class were important in determining who had access to relief 
and who did not. By not recognising multiple dimensions of social 
inequalities the state had failed to understand the socio-cultural context of 
                                                            
59 Kuppam is the Tamil word for fishing hamlets in Tamil Nadu  
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the fishing community where the male breadwinner/ tax payer households 
were privileged in the community vis-à-vis female headed, non-taxpaying 
ones.  
According to the OSD (RR), however, gender as a social component 
was very much included in the government orders related to relief and 
rehabilitation. During his interview, he argued that the practical needs of 
women were included in the list of relief items:  
Agreed the initial relief package was not sensitive towards the 
needs of adolescent girls – there were no sanitary napkins, under 
wears and chooridars
60
 in the first phase. But now we have 
come up with a list of about 25 items for handling future 
disasters in which all of these are included. Upon the 
recommendations of the National Commission for Women we 
also amended the relief hand out policy. The initial GO provided 
for handing out relief to the male heads of household but 
according to the GO 57 (2005) subsequent relief packages were 
handed out to the women in the family (takes a print out of the 
GO 57 and provides it to me for proof).  
(OSD (RR), 22
nd
 June, 2008). 
Notably he did not mention their strategic needs at all. The OSD 
asserted very confidently that the Government of Tamil Nadu had taken 
care to include every section of the affected societies to make the RRR 
socially inclusive. However, an independent gender consultant in Chennai 
explained that the government had initially excluded transgendered 
(aruvani)
61
 people in the relief packages, but after this issue was brought up 
in publications and public hearings, the government passed a special order 
related to rehabilitation of this group of people. Writings by various civil 
                                                            
60 Chooridar is a popular dress for adolescent girls in Tamil Nadu (long shirt with pants). 
61 For a detailed discussion on Aruvani exclusion see Pincha and Harikrishan (2008).  
http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?id=2975 .  
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society organisations and researchers (such as the two cited above) in the 
post-Tsunami period exacerbated the processes of reverse governmentality 
in Tamil Nadu through massive subaltern advocacy by these organisations.  
From the narratives of both the elite and the subaltern groups, it is 
clear that the coordination of immediate relief (disbursal of bodies and 
satisfaction of immediate needs of food and clothing) was relatively 
effective in Nagapattinam. The scenario, however, became more 
complicated during the rehabilitation phase (during the construction of 
temporary and permanent shelters) as the ruling elite faced multiple 
challenges related to land procurement, house construction and relocation. 
The subaltern perceived that their voices did not reach the state and civil 
society since the rehabilitation processes were captured by the rural elite. 
The next section provides details of some of these messy realities of 
rehabilitating the affected groups.  
5.4 REHABILITATION: HOUSING AND RELOCATION, 
CHALLENGES AND NEGOTIATIONS   
The politics among the elites turned more competitive once the 
rehabilitation phase started (around July/August 2005). After the initial 
chaos, most of the civil society organisations wanted to implement projects 
that would provide ―tangible‖ evidence of their generosity; therefore there 
was a ―race‖ to obtain livelihood and housing projects (CEO, NCRC; 3rd 
August, 2008). This race manifested in the creation of conflicts not only 
among civil society organisations but also the affected communities. The 
NCRC still played a central role in coordinating the construction of 
permanent shelters in the rehabilitation phase. The GoTN entered into a 
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Memorandum of Understanding with the respective NGOs for the 
implementation of permanent housing projects whereby the state would 
procure new land for the communities and the NGOs would construct the 
housing structures. The state was responsible for the provision of critical 
infrastructure such as piped water, electricity and sanitation in the built 
houses.   
With regard to the selection of NGOs for the allocation of shelter 
construction, the CEO, NCRC clarified: 
The government wanted to give a fair chance to all the NGOs that 
volunteered for permanent housing. So we drew up a list of the 
housing requirements in the affected villages and ran down the list 
of NGOs instead of allocating multiple sites to a few NGOs. This 
was done to be fair to all the NGOs. Housing in Nagapattinam posed 
great challenges for the state, as fishing experts suggested that the 
communities should not be divided for relocation, so the state had to 
find sites to relocate the entire community as it is.  
(CEO, NCRC; 3
rd
 August 2008).     
The interview revealed that the CEO was very defensive about the 
Government of Tamil Nadu‘s rehabilitation measures, its fairness of 
allocation and its efficiency in the whole process.  In the quote above, she 
refers to the various challenges and difficulties that the state faced in 
procuring land for relocation and rehabilitation of the affected fishing 
communities. While she gave credit to the state for effectively managing 
the enormous task of relocation, her account also revealed that such 
decisions were made at the top levels in consultations with ‗experts‘ on 
fishing communities but not the affected communities themselves.  
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The fact was that with respect to the Tsunami response in Tamil 
Nadu, the state was much more controlling of civil society organisations in 
terms of dictating the terms of reconstruction and allocating habitations for 
rebuilding. This was a scenario unlike Aceh where due to the pre-existing 
conflict and weak state presence, civil society actors took the lead role in 
rehabilitation (Tjhin, 2005). In Tamil Nadu, the state‘s role as a leader was 
significant but with the passage of time its authoritarian tendency increased 
as it attempted to relocate the fishing communities from their traditional 
habitats, lifestyles and livelihoods.  
For instance, the main feature of the Government Order 172 for the 
construction of permanent houses (dated 30/03/2005) was that it provided 
for housing units of 325 sq feet
62
 each per family (regardless of the family 
size) with ―disaster-resistant features and adequate infrastructure facilities 
like water supply, streetlights, roads, rainwater harvesting structures, drains, 
community centre‖ (for GO 172, see Appendix 2). The approach to 
reconstruction was one of public-private partnership wherein the NGO 
would construct the permanent shelters (with their own funds) and the state 
would provide the infrastructure such as electricity, water supply, land-
filling and access roads.  
The size of the houses was by no means adequate for fishing couples 
in Tamil Nadu who typically have 3-4 children. Moreover, married sons 
often stay in their parents‘ house with their wives and small children making 
increased space an essential requirement for the family. The state explained 
                                                            
62 325 sq feet would be equal to approximately five car park spaces.  
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the size of small house with the logic that it had instructed the NGOs to 
provide scope for vertical expansion if the family wanted more space. Visits 
to the actual sites showed that in Tata Nagar (where the fishing families of 
Akkraipettai had been shifted) there was already two-storey housing in place 
for the communities and the compactness of the shelters had led to the 
spillage of domestic lives onto the streets (see section 5.3.1). The other site 
that I visited was Papakoil (3 kilometres inward from the sea coast) where 
the dalits of Akkraipettai had been relocated; the houses were built on a low 
lying flood prone area that used to be a paddy field. The core structure built 
here by the NGO was not strong enough to support vertical expansion (see 
section 5.3.2). Hence, though in theory the state had ‗made provisions‘ for 
expansion of houses according to familial requirements, in practical terms, 
such measures had not been implemented by the executing NGOs.       
The second feature of the GO 172 was that it made separate housing 
guidelines for different zones from the shoreline. For instance the 0-200 
metres zone (from the sea-shore) was treated as a special vulnerable zone 
due to its proximity to the sea. Hence the government almost made it 
mandatory for people to relocate from this zone or else they were not 
extended any financial assistance from the state to rebuild their tenements if 
they chose not to relocate (see G.O. 172 in Appendix 2). Though in theory, 
the state pretended to offer ‗options‘ for rebuilding and relocation based on 
distance from the High Tide Line, in practical terms, the GO related to 
housing was very conditional.  
This GO implied that families in the 0-200 metres could either 
choose to relocate and get new land and houses from the state or remain 
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back in the same location and lose eligibility for assistance. The above 
provisions reflect that the housing offered by the state to the communities 
was very conditional though it pretended to give ‗options‘; the essence was 
to deprive people who did not relocate to sites further away from the coast 
line. Many people in Akkraipettai did not want to leave their spacious 
houses to move into the 325 sq. feet house offered by the state, but due to 
the extreme scare of another Tsunami they did relinquish their land to the 
state and moved to the new housing site Tata Nagar. Some families 
however, continued living in their original homes in Akkraipettai and were 
given financial assistance by SNEHA to repair their houses.  
NGOs such as SNEHA felt that the state‘s housing policy was very 
conditional and reflected its ―hidden agenda‖ of the state to dislocate the 
traditional communities and replace them with ―destructive development 
projects‖ such as tourist ventures, shrimp farming and industrial production 
(Director, SNEHA; July 2008). SNEHA‘s opposition to the GO posed a 
philosophical contradiction to its stake in the NCRC, since the NCRC was 
working as an extended arm of the state – collecting and publishing 
information for it. Hence, SNEHA slowly withdrew from the coordination 
centre‘s activities. The director of SNEHA attributed this withdrawal to a 
―lack of time‖ on account of their own NGO programmes (interview with 
Director of SNEHA, July 2008). However it is evident that participating in 
the coordination work for the state was clashing with their philosophy of 
resisting state sponsored neo-liberalism which was the real reason of their 
withdrawal from the coordination centre‘s activities. SNEHA, along with 
163 
 
members of the coastal fishing communities organised several 
demonstrations against GO 172 in 2005-2006 (Annual Report, SNEHA, 
2006).  
Scholars‘ writing about civil society point out that the essence of a 
vibrant civil society is to serve as a watchdog for the state‘s policy and 
prevent it from getting authoritarian (Tandon, 2003; Sahoo, 2007; Ngok, 
Ma, 2007). In the post-Tsunami period too, some NGOs challenged the 
state‘s policies, and they were the ones that managed to push forward 
‗subaltern‘ agendas, such as protection of their land and livelihood rights 
thus making the responses more contested.  
NGOs that challenged the state‘s motives stopped participating in 
the meetings called by state and district level NGO coordination centres. 
For instance a national level NGO‘s programme coordinator explained the 
diminished credibility of the Tamil Nadu Tsunami resource centre 
(TNTRC). He stated that:  
We don‘t really care about what‘s going on at the TNTRC ... frankly 
we at our NGO don‘t even attend the meetings that we are invited 
for there. They call us for some training or the other that we do not 
find relevant at all. I think the district level resource centres like 
NCRC were really useful for the coordination of relief, but now this 
coordination process has also turned into the business of 
development.... have you been to their office? It‘s so woody and all 
air conditioned with the money from the UN.... seriously we do not 
think any work happens there!  
(A national level NGO‘s regional programme coordinator, Chennai; 
May 2007; emphasis added). 
Most of this diminished credibility of NGO coordination centres 
emanated from the bureaucratic state-like handling of important post-
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disaster housing and livelihood issues. This reflected that the majority 
among the civil society actors (that were participating in these meetings) 
were not performing their roles of checking the state‘s authoritarianism in 
the post-disaster situation; rather, they were complicit in implementing the 
state‘s agenda.  
The NGOs that did not desire to participate in the state and NGO 
coordination bodies led rehabilitation policies had different notions about 
―how things should be done‖ but their voices were not necessarily included 
in the formulation of policy on these critical aspects of rehabilitation. This 
supports the view that there exist subaltern institutions even within the 
‗elite‘ category (such as those who do not align with the hegemonic elite) 
and not including their opinions in policy-making hampers effective 
responses to disasters.     
In both housing and livelihood sectors the government came up with 
orders that reflected very statist perspectives on economic development. 
This is similar to Kothari‘s (1995:143) assertion that social policy in India 
has largely been accorded a residual status after the demands of economic 
policy which remains the first priority for the government. The director of 
SNEHA explained that their organisation had also suggested to the 
government to distribute money for rebuilding houses to the community 
members instead of providing houses made by NGOs; this recommendation 
was however dismissed by the state on the pretext that the money would be 
‗misused‘ if given to the communities. The director of SNEHA felt this 
reflected the mistrust that the state had towards these communities whose 
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men were identified with strong stereotypes such as ―alcoholism, violence 
and spendthrift behaviours‖ (Kurien, 2005). Such attitudes indeed came out 
in a publication by the OSD (RR) in which he responded to the post-
Tsunami critiques of rehabilitation
63
 by researchers, and in a personal 
interview where he used derogatory terms to refer to the fishing 
communities:  
We have consulted the communities for rehabilitation at every step; 
these fellows [fishing communities‘ representatives] have been 
consulted on several occasions! Believe me these chaps have wasted 
enough time of everyone. We have spent hours discussing things 
with them.... I have noticed that dependency syndrome is making 
these people so complaining of the government‘s efforts; I have also 
noticed that people on the eastern coast are less ingenious and 
hardworking than the people living more in the interior! As it is if 
you if you go with cameras and politicians, people will be tempted 
to say something negative!  
(Interview with OSD (RR); 22
nd
 June, 2008; emphasis added) 
  
The statements of the OSD (RR) reveal the negative stereotypes 
rampant in government circles about the fishing communities. The 
prominent discourse created by the ruling elites in the post-Tsunami period 
was that the fishing communities had become affected by a ‗dependency 
syndrome‘ whereby they wanted more and more benefits from every 
quarter of the state and civil society. The OSD (RR) also dismissed 
criticisms of post-Tsunami housing (example see Vembulu et al., 2008) as 
―inaccurate‖, and refuted the imposition of ‗top down‘ decisions made by 
the government on to the communities. In a subsequent article, the authors 
                                                            
63 See the debate on post-Tsunami housing in Economic and Political weekly – between 
researchers Vembulu, Kumar and Sathyamala and OSD (RR) C.V. Sankar May, June, July 
2008 (references put in the thesis bibliography under Sankar, C.V and Vembulu et al.).   
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however provided evidence from the field to demonstrate that their 
criticisms were not baseless. Based on my fieldwork, I argue that indeed the 
criticisms by Vembulu et al. (2008) were valid as I shall also demonstrate 
in the case studies on housing discussed below.  
This stereotype of ‗dependency‘ was not only endorsed but also 
perpetuated by state collaborators such as the NCRC, Nagapattinam. At a 
Tsunami conference
64
 in January 2008, the CEO of NCRC stated that there 
is a need to understand the communities‘ ―felt needs versus their stated 
needs‖, implying that people escalated their demands after the Tsunami 
according to what they perceived the NGOs could offer them. While this 
may have been true in the relief phase where immediate need based assets 
such as stoves, milk, bread or utensils were distributed, in the rehabilitation 
phase the state‘s guidelines for housing and livelihood projects were much 
more stringent and made it difficult for the people to demand greater shares 
or even have a say in the projects.  
For example, a World Vision site engineer in Akkraipettai explained 
that the state had given them strict guidelines to make the housing equitable 
in terms of the materials used and to not give in to community pressure to 
make changes in the construction style or materials. This often led to rude 
interactions between the NGO construction supervisors who did not listen 
to the requests of the community for any changes in the housing. These 
                                                            
64 Paper presented by Annie George, CEO, NCRC on Tsunami rehabilitation efforts of the 
NCRC at the International Conference on – Re-examining Disaster, Recovery, and 
Reconstruction: Social Science Perspectives on the Tsunami, 14th and 15th January 2008, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. 
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complex interactions between the elite NGO staff and subaltern 
beneficiaries are explained in detail by a World Vision site engineer in 
Akkraipettai:  
We did not allow the community members to suggest major 
changes in the house as there were clear guidelines from the state 
regarding how it has to be done. All the houses had to be of the 
size of not more than 325 square feet. Since we were doing ‗in-
situ‘65 housing in Akkraipettai, it became very difficult for us to 
stop the beneficiary families to look or comment at the housing. 
Believe me they were very aggressive in arguing with us about 
what should be done and why. But we had clear instructions from 
the state to not entertain any special requests by any members of 
the community. For example some members requested that they 
buy tiles for the flooring and our workers fix them. But the state‘s 
plan was to provide cement flooring for everyone (to maintain the 
social equity), that is why we turned down these requests and ask 
them to install the tiles later after we had officially handed over 
the houses to them.  
(World Vision site engineer, July 2008; emphasis added)   
The above quote again is a reflection of misjudgements by the state 
as a part of its governmentality of the fishing communities. The assumption 
that fishing communities are socially equitable and denying self-funded 
changes (like flooring) was an attempt to reduce all the members to the 
lowest common denominator in housing. The guideline of maintaining 
‗equity‘ negated the class differences that existed within these communities 
much before the Tsunami. The NGO-community interactions on housing 
were very businesslike since these relations were reduced to projects. The 
NGOs excluded the communities from participating in their own housing 
                                                            
65 In relation to land, two approaches were followed towards permanent shelter construction. 
In the village reconstruction ―in situ‖, the construction was made in the same place as in the 
original situation prior to the disaster. In the ―exnihilo‖ approach, the full village was 
relocated and reconstructed on a new site (Vembulu, et al. 2008). In my case study, Tata 
Nagar represents the ―exnihilo‖ while the 0-200 metres zone reconstruction in Akkraipettai 
represents the ―in situ‖ approach.  
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programmes and perceived them as a menace in the construction process. 
For example in Tata Nagar relocation project – as it was an ―exnihilo‖ 
approach, the community members were not allowed to enter the site while 
construction was ongoing. Tata staff had been ―instructed‖ not to let any 
community member enter the site and create any sort of ―trouble‖ 
(interview with panchayat leader, Ramamoorty, 52; 16
th
 July, 2008, Tata 
Nagar). This depicts the conditional nature of the state and civil society‘s 
disaster responses where the subaltern groups were expected to be the 
passive and passive recipients of handouts.  
The main issues that emerged in the rehabilitation phase, hence, 
were related to tensions among the ruling elite and governed subaltern 
groups on account of non-inclusive decision-making by the state. The two 
case studies below detail these strained interactions between the state, 
NGOs and communities whereby the affected groups were denied 
participation in construction activities of their houses and faced various 
problems due to relocation and compact housing after the 2004 Tsunami.  
Literature on participatory development in India (Agarwal, 2001; 
Williams et al., 2003; Chottray, 2005) reflects that participation is inhibited 
in the field due to various reasons such as lackadaisical attitudes of the 
lower level government staff or lack of capacity among the poor to 
participate. Generally, provisions for participation are in the state‘s policy 
documents but are lost in implementation. The case of the 2004 Tsunami, 
however, stands in stark contrast to this since the Government Orders on 
rehabilitation did not even have the word ‗participation‘ mentioned in them. 
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The Tsunami rehabilitation represents a case of exclusion of subalterns in 
development by labelling them as inflicted by ‗dependency syndrome‘ and 
deny them the right to participate in the reconstruction of their own houses. 
The fact that there was minimal participation of the affected-communities 
in the planning and design of houses or the choice of size had important 
bearing on their lifestyles as indicated in the case-studies below.    
5.4.1 Relocation of Fishing Communities: the Pleasures and 
Predicaments of Tata Nagar 
As noted earlier, Akkraipettai is divided into two parts by a state 
level highway that runs through it. The fishing families that occupied the 0-
200 metres zone (close to the sea) were offered relocation in Tata Nagar by 
the state.  Tata Nagar housing was built on land purchased from Tata 
industries within the urban limit of Nagapattinam town and was connected 
to the village of Akkraipettai by a bridge as shown in Figure 5.2 below.    
 
Figure 5.2: Notional sketch of Akkraipettai painted on the elected panchayat 
wall (August 2008) 
Tata 





The site for Tata Nagar was purchased by the state after the 2004 
Tsunami from Tata industries (Figure 5.3) which had a steel rolling mill on 
it a few years before the Tsunami. The Tata Relief Committee (the social 
wing of the Tata industries) was then given permission by the state to 
construct permanent shelters for the relocated people of Akkraipettai on it. 
The CEO, NCRC described it as the ―best, firm and flat, prime property‖ 
(Figures 5.3 and 5.5) that the state procured for the fishing community of 
Akkraipettai. She also expressed annoyance with the communities for their 
complaints against the housing provided, saying that it would be unfair 
towards the state if the communities were still ―unsatisfied‖ with the 
rehabilitation promise (interview with CEO, NCRC; 3
rd
 August, 2008). 
Figure 5.4 shows house in Akkraipettai (compare the change in housing 
style in Akkraipettai and Tata Nagar).   
 




Figure 5.4: Housing along the main road in Akkraipettai  
 
Figure 5.5: Tata Nagar: G+1 housing in blocks of four units each (compare 
the change in the size and type of housing from the original in Figure 5.4) 
The lifestyle of the fishing families that moved to Tata Nagar from 
Akkraipettai underwent massive changes as they moved into double 
storeyed, compact, and urban-style houses. Although there were advantages 
such as proximity to the harbour and the town at the new site, the 
disadvantages were that due to the compactness of the housing site, social 
A fishworker’s 
house  
A Trawler owner’s 
house   
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reproduction activities suffered a set-back. For example, while all the 
twelve respondents in Tata Nagar said that their houses were strongly built 
and they also had insurance coverage for the next ten years (as mandated in 
the state policy), they also felt spatially constrained to carry out their daily 
activities within the house.  
Even with this general sense of satisfaction with the site and quality, 
new housing in Tata Nagar was by no means thought of as flawless by the 
community. There were numerous problems affecting the people – 
important among them being water-logging after rain, adaptation to 
compact double-storey living, shortage of water for domestic use, lack of 
piped water supply to individual units (which meant women had to climb 
up the stairs with pitchers of water for the whole family), which increased 
their workloads after in the post-disaster period.  
Feminists have often critiqued the overemphasis on the productive 
sphere at the cost of undervaluing social reproduction (Mitchell et al., 
2003). The case of Tata Nagar appears to be a reiteration of the same 
mistakes by policy makers of attaching value to land or houses based solely 
on their economic value at the cost of neglecting issues of social 
reproduction while relocating people. Tata Nagar maybe prime industrial 
land in the ―heart of the district‖, but so far as the comforts of its residents 
in living their daily lives is concerned, it does fall short of their expectations 
on many accounts. Figure 5.6 depicts a usual evening scene in Tata Nagar 
when women queue up to fill their water pots; on two occasions I witnessed 




Figure 5.6: Water first: women and young girls collecting water from public 
taps in Tata Nagar   
Water was not the only source of conflict in Tata Nagar as compact 
living conditions were also creating problems among families. Fishing 
communities are used to open front and back yards around the built-up 
structure of their houses which they use as storage, washing and 
socialisation spaces. However, the limited space of Tata Nagar compelled 
them to live an urban lifestyle either contained to their two rooms or to spill 
out on the streets for socialising. Figure 5.7 shows the spillage of domestic 
life onto the street. Clearly, the relocated fishing community in Tata Nagar 
found it difficult to adjust to double-storey housing and many respondents 
found the upper floor dwelling units too hot during the summer months. 
The compactness of the new houses meant that people had to perform 
chores related to social reproduction on the streets. On many occasions I 
saw women washing clothes, children eating their meals and people 




Figure 5.7: Everything out on the street in Tata Nagar: women chatting 
on the street (in contrast to their homes in Akkraipettai) 
Figure 5.8 shows water-logging in Tata Nagar after a shower (in 
July 2008). Women in Tata Nagar were extremely agitated as water 
stagnated in the low-lying land surrounding their dwelling units for long 
periods of time and became a breeding ground for mosquitoes 
 
Figure 5.8: Tata Nagar after rain, August (2008) 
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The above stated problems are likely be aggravated in the coming 
years since the government is still ―working on‖ infrastructure development 
projects along the coast (interview with OSD (RR), 22
nd
 June 2008). The 
CEO of NCRC had explicitly counted the benefits of Tata Nagar land as 
―firm and prime‖ but had not highlighted the lack of land-filling or drainage 
infrastructure by the state or the NGO on this site which had become a 
source of frustration for the subaltern group. This is yet another example of 
elite ruthlessness and neglect of subaltern aspirations in the rehabilitation 
(especially physical) process. These everyday inconveniences in accessing 
water for domestic use, water-logging at the new site and congested house-
types (urban types, not suitable to the social lives fishing communities) 
were threatening to turn this ‗prime property‘ into a nightmarish shanty 
settlement.      
The state and NCRC officials defended these problems by saying 
that communities should take some initiative to maintain their own houses 
and housing sites. An NCRC staff member said that the fishing 
communities have a ―habit of littering‖ around their houses and need to 
learn cleaner lifestyles. While it is true that every community should be 
―hygiene conscious‖ and maintain their residential sites, it is also true that 
problems like water-logging are essentially engineering problems that 
should have been removed before the houses were constructed on this site.  
This lack of proper planning and land-filling before the construction 
of housing in Tata Nagar, reflects the marginal status accorded to fishing 
communities‘ well-being in the post-Tsunami period and that too from a 
176 
 
corporate sector NGO – Tata Relief Committee that had funding to support 
these activities. The other fact that came out from the interviews was that 
both the elite and subaltern groups were passing on the responsibility of 
maintaining housing sites to each other and expecting a greater role from 
the other instead of collaborating among or between them to find solutions 
to such issues. The Tata Nagar housing programme hence had mixed 
impacts on the subaltern fishing groups, while it has improved their sense of 
disaster security it has robbed them of their older lifestyles and caused 
increased conflicts among them for critical resources – open spaces and 
water. This is akin to what the literature states on the impacts of NGOs in 
the Majority World which are mixed at best (see Nagar and Raju, 2003; 
Anupamlata et al., 2006; Ruwanpura, 2007; Rai, 2008). The next section on 
dalit housing illuminates the much worse housing ‗deal‘ that the dalits 
received through an ‗elite‘ partnership between the NGO, AREDS66, and 
the state.  
5.4.2 Relocating the Dalits: the Perils of Papakoil  
The 45 dalit families living in Akkraipettai before the occurrence of 
the 2004 Tsunami (interview with elected panchayat leader, male, 40; 12
th
 
February, 2008) shared a symbiotic relationship with the fishing community 
since male dalits worked as diesel loaders on the fishing trawlers and 
helped the fishing community with loading and unloading activities and 
                                                            
66 AREDS- Association of Rural Education and Development Service Tamil Nadu is an 
NGO that claims to work for dalit issues – such as education, women and child welfare 




wove thatched roofs for their houses (interview with dalit leader, male, 42; 
20
th
 July 2008). Before the 2004 Tsunami, these families stayed on land 
allocated to them by the traditional panchayat in Akkraipettai without legal 
rights over it. It was out of ‗generosity‘ of the rural elite that they had been 
staying in the village for more than thirty years (interview with the elected 
panchayat leader, male, 40; 12
th
 February, 2008). After the Tsunami 
however, the local government offered them relocation with legal rights to 
the new land inwards from the sea coast. After showing them available 
sites, an agricultural plot of land (which was formerly used for paddy 
cultivation) was shortlisted by the dalit group for relocation from 
Akkraipettai (interview with dalit leader, male, 42; 20
th
 July, 2008).  
Although the dalits of Akkraipettai were consulted on options for 
relocation their leader explained that there was an ―element of deception 
from the state‖ in the way they had been relocated. He elaborated that the 
present site had been approved by him and other members of his 
community on the condition that land filling would be done and the land 
would be packed up to the level of the adjoining main road before the 
construction of their houses. However this was not done by the state. Figure 
5.9 shows the dalit housing in the new site in Papakoil panchayat (3 
kilometres inwards from Akkraipettai and the sea coast). The new houses 
were constructed on low lying land and are extremely prone to flooding 
after the monsoons.  
Like fishing groups in Tata Nagar, dalits in Papakoil too, expressed 
satisfaction with aspects of ownership of land in the post-Tsunami period. 
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The leader explained that the only solace that they got after the Tsunami 
was that they now owned a piece of land which their children could inherit. 
However, again the extremely poor living conditions, mouldy houses, water 
logging, threats from poisonous insects and snakes, poor construction 
quality and increased costs and travel time to the place of work were great 
causes of dissatisfaction with the new site. Housing was even more 
conditional for the dalits than the fishing groups as they had not only been 
falsely promised land-filling by the state, but they were also duped by the 
NGO since no weather proofing was done for their shelters as instructed in 
the government guidelines on housing. 
An officer at the NCRC expressed that dalit housing in Papakoil 
was one of the few examples of bad housing which was otherwise ―largely 
well-done and monitored‖. He said that the government planned to fill up 
the land to avert future flooding of the site and may consider redoing the 
housing as and when funds were available. Women in the dalit 
neighbourhood explained that they ―dreaded the monsoons‖ as everybody‘s 
mobility became seriously curtailed with the flooding of the site. Further, 
many poisonous insects, snakes and scorpions accompanied the rain water 
and they feared for their children‘s safety in the present site. One woman 
stated that in the 2007 monsoon (their first monsoon in the new house), 
three children in the dalit neighbourhood were bitten by poisonous insects 
and had to be hospitalised. Further, the quality of housing was so poor there 
was fear that the houses would not be able to withstand future disasters, 
such as cyclones or floods. The mould on the walls of these houses was 
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leading to respiratory diseases among some of the elderly in these families 
(Figure 5.10).  
 
Figure 5.9: Dalit housing in Papakoil: on a low lying paddy field   
 




The NGO (AREDS) that had not done weather-proofing for the 
houses it constructed and the dalits felt angry that the state had not 
intervened and ameliorated the situation. The state officials and the 
coordination centre personnel however emphasised that the state had made 
provisions for a ―third party audit‖ of the houses. The third party audits may 
have been taking place, but the information generated in these audits was 
not divulged by the state or the NCRC publicly. Publications by researchers 
and human rights organisations were more revealing of the low quality of 
housing that was provided to the affected fishing and dalit communities, 
both of which were subalterns in the societal caste hierarchy. During her 
interview, the CEO, NCRC however defended the state by asking:  
Which government in the world, tell me, would open its work to a 
third party audit?
67
 I am all admiration for the government of Tamil 
Nadu to have opened its post-Tsunami housing to a third party audit 
(interview with CEO, NCRC; 3
rd
 August 2008).  
In a similar vein, the DC of Nagapattinam had replied that the 
people of Nagapattinam should be ―thankful‖ to the state and the NCRC for 
the coordination of massive rehabilitation efforts that were undertaken. The 
insinuation in all these interactions with the ‗elite‘ was that the subaltern 
groups were not ―grateful enough‖ for the assistance that was given out to 
them after the 2004 Tsunami. The interviews with the fishing and dalit 
communities however, indicated that they did appreciate the rehabilitation 
efforts of the state (especially being able to own safer land in the post-
                                                            
67 I was told by the NCRC staff that third party audits of post-Tsunami housing were 
facilitated by them and the evaluating teams consisted of experts from the UNDP. There was 
also a shelter advisory committee at the NCRC headed by a Professor from IIT, Chennai. An 
example of one such audit can be is placed on the NCRC website 
http://www.ncrc.in/Newsletter/NCRC/KalangaraiVilakkam_SepOct06.pdf.   
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Tsunami period) but were unhappy about the ways in which these efforts 
were imposed on them, and the many lifestyle changes and practical 
hardships that they had to face in these new locations.  
These two examples of relocation and re-housing highlight that 
though the subaltern groups were given new land rights after the 2004 
Tsunami, the state‘s generosity was very conditional. They received new 
houses, but the critical infrastructure was missing as there was no piped 
water supply or septic tanks to make the housing or the toilets functional. In 
comparison, the NGOs had done their share of providing the main housing 
structure; the state had not met its part of the deal
68
 of providing 
infrastructure to the communities. Therefore there were feelings of 
disillusion and frustration with the state as these communities felt ―let-
down‖ by their own government. The subaltern groups‘ feelings of 
marginalisation were heightened due to this conditional nature of aid from 
both the state and civil society.  
The next section deals with the larger recovery and development 
agenda of the state in the wake of the Tsunami. Klein‘s (2007) hypothesis 
called the shock doctrine is a useful tool to understand the state‘s moves 
after the occurrence of a disaster and I found that indeed her thesis was 
applicable to the Indian state‘s policies in the post-Tsunami period. My 
analysis will illuminate how the state used the shock created by the 2004 
                                                            
68 The Memorandum of understanding for public-private partnership that the state signed 
with the NGOs can be accessed at: 




Tsunami to create a discourse on vulnerability to push the indigenous 
communities inwards and use the coast for capitalist gains. These moves 
were, however, countered by persistent resistance through which coastal 
fishing groups retained their land-rights.    
5.5 RECOVERY AND DEVELOPMENT: NEGOTIATIONS WITH 
THE INDIAN STATE 
A modernisation path for development that favoured only a small 
percentage of the population was adopted by the Indian state in the post-
independence period (Kothari, 1993:171). The liberalisation regime since 
1991 only served to widen the gaps between what Kothari calls the ―two 
Indians‖ (see conceptual discussion in Chapter 1). Perpetuating the same 
―growth path‖ the Indian state decided to use the Tsunami as an opportunity 
to promote the modernistic model of growth on to coastal India through the 
promulgation of a new policy to govern the coast and its peoples. The 
Government of India set up an ―expert‖ committee headed by Professor 
M.S. Swaminathan
69
 (in 2005), an established Indian agricultural scientist 
who is also credited as the ‗father of the green revolution in India‘, to 
review the existing ‗Coastal Regulation Zone‘ of 1991. Swaminathan‘s 
committee‘s broad recommendations were based on the concept of a 
―vulnerability line‖ that needed to be drawn along the coastline and would 
determine coastal land use for future. The recommendations of the 
committee were in line with the state‘s priorities of promoting 
                                                            
69 MS Swaminathan presently heads a research foundation in Chennai and his stated vision is 
to rid of global hunger and poverty. He has been acclaimed by TIME magazine as one of the 
twenty most influential Asians of the 20th century and one of the only three from India 
(MSSRF website, http://www.mssrf.org/). 
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modernisation style ‗development‘ ventures by opening up the coast to 
industrialisation and tourism. In the name of vulnerability, M.S. 
Swaminathan had proposed to displace artisanal coastal groups and replace 
them with potentially environmentally destructive land use changes 
(contrary to his stated vision of eradicating hunger and poverty‘). These 
recommendations were put together into a draft on ‗Coastal Management 
Zone‘ legislation in 2005 and were made open to public scrutiny and 
comments.  
The above stated moves of the Government of India very much 
resembled Klein‘s (2007) ―shock doctrine‖ wherein she argues that 
governments across the world use the shock wave created by disasters to 
promote neo-liberalist agendas and increased privatisation which leads to 
further marginalisation of subaltern groups (see also Katz, 2008 on 
Hurricane Katrina). The state in India also tried using the Tsunami as an 
opportunity to appropriate land from the subaltern fishing communities in 
the name of ‗vulnerability‘ or ‗development‘, validating Klein‘s claims in 
the post-Tsunami situation. This move was however contested by 
collaborations of ‗elite‘ and ‗subaltern‘ coastal groups.  In terms of activism 
for coastal people‘s rights, India has a strong network of organisations 
working for the protection of small scale fisheries and fishermen. These 
organisations developed during the 1970s to challenge the increased use of 
trawlers for fishing along the coast and have continued their activism since 
that time to protect the rights of traditional communities.  
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Tied together as a network under the name of the National 
Fishworkers Forum (NFF), these organisations have so far been successful 
in protecting traditional fisher families‘ livelihoods in coastal India. To 
resist the CMZ notification, from 2005 onwards, the NFF garnered support 
from a wide range of environmental groups, particularly ATREE, a 
Bangalore based environmental organisation joined these agitations and 
published heavy critiques to the draft CMZ (Sridhar, 2005).  
The NFF organised a fisher people‘s march to the national 
Parliament in July 2008 to protest against the CMZ and the environmentally 
damaging Sethusamudram
70
 project. Upon reaching the capital the 
delegation of fisher groups from all across the coast held consultative 
meetings with the parliamentarians and discussed the unilateral nature of the 
Coastal Management Zone regulation which had been drafted completely 
without consulting the most important stakeholders in the coastal economy, 
the artisanal fishing communities.   
The result of these open protests from several quarters of the civil 
and the political society resulted in the lapse of the Coastal Management 
Zone draft. The Hindu
71
 (18 July 2009) reported that the ―Coastal 
Management Zone will be allowed to lapse‖ representing a victory for the 
                                                            
70 The Sethusamundran canal project aims to link the Palk Bay and the Gulf of Mannar 
between India and Sri Lanka by drilling a channel through the Ram Sethu bridge that 
connectes the two countries, this channel will enable ships to save travel distance of up to 
650 kilometres but will prove dangerous to the coastal ecology as it will damage coral reefs 
and possibly trigger Tsunamis. The project contains plans for three fishery harbours and one 
shipping harbour. 
71 Coastal Management Zone draft will be allowed to lapse, The Hindu,  
http://www.thehindu.com/2009/07/18/stories/2009071853802000.htm   
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subalterns in demanding protection of their rights from the state. The 
process of negotiation with the state is however a continuous one as the 
present regime at the centre keeps pushing for a modernisation agenda to 
achieve higher growth rates through free trade agreements. The latest in the 
series of liberalisation moves is the proposed signing of a free trade 
agreement on fisheries with the ASEAN. This move is again being 
resisted
72
 by the NFF and its members in the form of open protests, marches 
to parliament and going on strike. Being a democracy, the Indian 
government is compelled to listen to the voices from the grassroots as they 
exert this power through their votes (Kothari, 1995). The above discussion 
on Coastal Management regulation and its stalling is relevant to the post-
Tsunami politics since the Tsunami was going to be used by the state as an 
opportunity to further marginalise its subaltern population and favour the 
elite industrialists and hoteliers in the society. It shows the importance of 
the hybridised civil society in preventing the further marginalisation of 
subaltern groups.  
Had these hybridised actors [by bridging the gaps between the elite 
and subalterns] been absent from the coastal politics of India, it is likely 
that the fishing communities would have lacked organised leadership, 
would have delayed, or lost its case in negotiating the brutal Coastal 
Management Zone Act, 2005 of the Indian state. Hence, the role of these 
actors in the post-Tsunami coastal politics stands out as significant in 
                                                            




negotiating recovery with the state. The next section details the politics of 
recovery in the case study village of Akkraipettai.  
5.5.1 Politics of Recovery and Development in Akkraipettai  
A study of NGOs in Akkraipettai reveals that there was a multiplicity 
of NGO engagement and approaches in the village after the Tsunami. There 
was a strong presence of SNEHA as an older and respected actor that had 
contributed to development programmes for women and children‘s welfare 
even in the pre-Tsunami period. SNEHA‘s approach however was primarily 
anti-destructive/capitalist development and it did not ally with the state for 
any of its programmes; it was affiliated with the NFF and had a clear anti-
state outlook when it came to the issue of policy for fisheries, during an 
interview the director of SNEHA explained:  
We believe that the state has a hidden agenda – that is to acquire 
land from the fishing communities and allocate it for industrial and 
tourism purposes in the name of vulnerability. If at all there is 
vulnerability then the state should not allocate this land for any other 
purposes also. Already there are destructive development 
programmes such as shrimp farming and the Sethusamundram 
project that are affecting the fisheries adversely. I feel that 
destructive development projects should be stopped and the CMZ 
regulation should be repealed immediately. (Interview with the 
Director of SNEHA, Nagapattinam; 14
th
 August 2008; emphasis 
added)   
 
The director of SNEHA, a lawyer by qualification, hailed from the 
fishing community. Being a member of the coastal NGO network for the 
protection of artisanal fisher people‘s rights, SNEHA and its members 
participated in various national level agitations for the protection of the 
coast from the ‗destructive development agendas‘ of the state. In the post-
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Tsunami situation SNEHA generated awareness against GO 172 and the 
CMZ among its constituencies – fisher men and women and encouraged 
them to participate in open agitations against these moves. Fisher women in 
Akkraipettai displayed a high degree of awareness about coastal issues and 
were trained for public speaking by the NGO.    
Figure 5.11 is from a women‘s day celebration function organised 
by a collaborative of NGOs in Nagapattinam with SNEHA as the leader. 
This celebration was used by SNEHA as an opportunity to promote 
environmental and gender rights activism among women by employing 
various strategies. The key among them being: inviting women community 
leaders to speak on issues surrounding destructive development 
programmes; publishing and disseminating posters on coastal women‘s 
rights and the Coastal Management Zone; and shouting slogans against the 
government on the streets. By doing so, SNEHA prepared women from the 
fishing communities to resist state sponsored neo-liberalism in the post-
Tsunami period.    
 
Figure 5.11 Women’s day celebrations, Nagapattinam, 26th March, 2008. 
Source: SNEHA  
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During the Women‘s Day celebrations on 26 March 2008, fisher 
women from neighbouring villages came to Nagapattinam town to form a 
human chain by holding hands on the main road passing through the district 
and to shout slogans from fliers distributed by SNEHA staff members as 
follows:  
Men and women are equal, come on ladies we can protect our 
human rights! We will not give or take dowry! We don‘t want 
any abuse within the family! Central and state governments 
should attack poverty! Girl children should be educated! We 
need free education! Women need protection in the work 
places! Close alcohol shops! Don‘t change the farming lands 
into prawn cultivation ponds! Don‘t dump solid waste into the 
sea! Give 50% share to women in all the rights! Register all 
marriages! Abolish child labour! Restore CRZ-1991! Fishing 
people are not birds that the Sri Lankan people can kill them, is 
the government stupid to watch and keep quiet? To accept the 
Sethusamudram scheme is a waste! (Slogans at women‘s day 
celebration, by SNEHA, 26
th
 March, 2008)  
The above slogans demonstrate the range of issues that women were 
made to address by SNEHA ranging from violence, education and dowry 
issues within the family, to community issues of coastal habitat destruction 
and national issues like alleviation of poverty. Unlike many GONGO (such 
as AVVAI and SJDT) working in the district that use women for meeting 
targets of savings and credit programmes (under typical WID approaches), 
SNEHA believes in women as agents of change in the family, community 
and the nation thus follow a GAD framework for women‘s empowerment. 
Women members of SNEHA in Akkraipettai displayed a wider 
understanding of coastal issues, livelihood problems, and family and gender 
issues facing fishing communities as compared to women members of other 
NGOs in the village (see Chapter 7 for further discussion).  
189 
 
Raju and Nagar (2003) explain that several gender-based NGOs in 
India are constrained due to donor pressures and are unable to achieve the 
goal of truly empowering women. The director of SNEHA however asserted 
that they always negotiated with their donors for more flexibility in carrying 
out their programmes and the donors were mostly ―kind enough‖ to accept 
their demands. On one of the visits to Akkraipettai, group members of 
another NGO (AVVAI) expressed that they wished that they had opted to 
join SNEHA instead as there was much closer bonding among its members 
and much more moral support provided from SNEHA staff members. 
Interviews with men and women in Akkraipettai revealed that SNEHA had 
distributed money for house repairs to families in the village whose houses 
had been damaged by the Tsunami, advising them not to give up the land to 
the state or relocate to another site selected by the state. Such resistance 
techniques arose from SNEHA‘s long presence in the field and an in-depth 
understanding of the issues affecting artisanal coastal fishing communities. 
Their origins from, close associations with, and work for members of the 
fishing communities, made them fit the category of the ―Third Indian‖ 
bridging the gap between the first (elite) and the second (subaltern) Indian 
in the country.  
In Akkraipettai, while SNEHA had a long presence, post-Tsunami 
interventions by the state and various civil society organisations led to a 
cleavage in the women‘s groups and activism. Several new NGOs stepped 
in with micro-credit and livelihood programmes after 2004 Tsunami. The 
state also contributed to the sharpening of divides among NGOs by 
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selecting a few of them to implement its saving, credit and livelihood 
programme called SGSY
73
 in the post-Tsunami period. This programme 
was implemented by the Women‘s Development Department (Mahalir 
Thittam) of the Government of Tamil Nadu through its 16 shortlisted NGOs 
in the district of Nagapattinam that were to take lead on the government-led 
women‘s development schemes. The shortlisted NGOs facilitated the 
formation of Self Help Groups (SHGs) for savings and revolving funds 
programmes. These SHGs, once ‗matured‘, (six months after formation) are 
eligible for government loan for starting a livelihood activity. 
By selecting a few NGOs for this programme, the government had 
turned them into GONGOs (that function as parallel state bureaucracies). In 
Akkraipettai, two NGOs, AVVAI and SJDT were the official NGOs for 
leading the SGSY scheme of the state. These NGOs facilitated the 
formation of SHGs and trained women in maintaining account books and 
opening bank accounts. Despite being the oldest NGO in the district, 
SNEHA had not applied for implementing state sponsored schemes as they 
felt that this might contradict their philosophy and hinder resistance to 
destructive development projects of the state.  The approach of the two 
selected NGOs is very different from that of SNEHA, as they are primarily 
concerned with reaching the government targets of involving more women 
into these programmes. These NGOs were following a WID approach with 
the assumption that credit was the foremost requirement of women and their 
                                                            
73 SGSY stands for Swarnajayanti Gram Swarozgar Yojana literally means Golden Jubilee 
Village Self Employment Program. It is a central government scheme for rural development 
(taken from the website of Ministry for Rural Development, Government of India.   
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families in these villages. Broader issues of the family, community and 
environment did not figure as important during NGO-women meetings in 
Akkraipettai, in contrast to SNEHA women groups where issues of 
violence, education and environment were regularly brought up for debate. 
Hence, the state in India is still formulating programmes that prioritise the 
economic needs of rural women while sidelining the numerous socio-
cultural discriminatory practices that women face in their everyday lives. 
Ruwanpura (2007:317) argues that this obsession with credit based 
programmes erodes the space for transformative feminist politics to take 
shape. This is also a reflection of the macro-economic policy environment 
of the state that tends to be biased towards increasing economic growth in 
India.  
While savings and credit programmes have generally proved useful 
for meeting rural consumption needs, it is now a known fact that they have 
also led to a rise in women‘s indebtedness (Poster and Salime, 2002; Karim, 
2008; Premchander et al., 2009). The impacts of varied NGO approaches on 
Tsunami-affected men and women‘s lives in Akkraipettai will be discussed 
in greater detail in the next two chapters that deal with subaltern politics and 
household politics in the case study village.  
5.6 DISCUSSION  
The analysis of the identity politics around the state, civil society 
and political society responses to the 2004 Tsunami reveals that the process 
was largely ‗top-down‘ and heavily controlled by the state. As highlighted 
by Korf (2006) and de Alwis (2009) the nature of Tsunami rehabilitation in 
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the affected countries was very conditional since it was controlled by the 
donors and respective governments. Civil society in India too was given 
only a secondary status in responding to the Tsunami as they had to follow 
the state-set guidelines with regard to livelihood and housing interventions; 
however the diversity in such organisations ensured that there were multiple 
voices and ways of doing things with regard to how the affected coastal 
communities should be rehabilitated. For example, while one section of 
civil society sided with state-sponsored neo-liberalism, the other clearly 
argued for safeguarding traditional land-use, lifestyles and livelihoods. The 
case study of identity politics in coastal Tamil Nadu confirms Naomi 
Klein‘s (2007) hypothesis of disaster capitalism and her argument that civil 
society organisations play a central role to challenging this kind of capitalist 
development in different contexts. The case study of resisting the 
privatisation the coast proves that NGOs are important in saving the 
interests of indigenous communities by resisting globalisation (Falk, 2005). 
Through the empirical analysis it is proven that NGOs are central in 
organising localised struggles against the state and that civil society in 
coastal Tamil Nadu is not ―prostrate‖ but effective (Scott, 1998).   
Although some of the NGOs along with the state (while supposedly 
making subaltern groups ‗disaster-proof‘) actually served to increase their 
vulnerability through the mishandling of housing, others like SNEHA 
empowered these groups by giving them resources to repair their own 
houses. Clearly processes of participation and exclusion were going on in 
the field simultaneously. While non-participatory approaches of the state 
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and civil society with respect to the non-inclusion of subaltern voices in the 
planning and design of houses confirm the assertion that the subaltern 
cannot really speak in India (Guha, 2000; Spivak, 2000; Chatterjee, 2001); 
the case studies of participation such as SNEHA‘s women‘s day celebration 
show that the subaltern can speak  
While I employ the philosophy of the subaltern school and am 
utilising it as a lens to analyse elite/subaltern relationships in post-Tsunami 
Tamil Nadu, like Vinay Bahl (1997), I proposed an extension of their 
arguments to post-colonial India which after 63 years of independence, has 
experienced flows and exchanges between elite and subaltern domains. The 
present era of globalisation, privatisation and marketization, calls for a re-
examination of the traditional elite/subaltern binary relationship in India. 
The constitution of national-bourgeois elite has undergone an extension 
from the pre-and immediate post-independence where the elite were 
identified on the basis of caste (as upper caste) and class (upper and middle 
class) people that mimicked the practices of the colonial elite (Chatterjee, 
2001; Nandy, 2007) to a different kind of elite subject that may come from 
a lower caste and class but align with upper class agendas. Present day 
India is governed by popular lower caste leaders in different states (Uttar 
Pradesh and Bihar for example have had Chief Ministers from lower castes 
and dalit groups). These leaders, including Chief Ministers, have often 
behaved no differently from the traditional elite in terms of supporting 





 at the cost of subaltern deprivation. Based on my case study 
of disaster response, I suggest that a way nuanced way to understand elite 
politics in the present era is to extend the subaltern school‘s classification of 
―upper caste elite‖ to include the capitalist and the non-capitalist elite.  
Through some of the empirical examples and arguments in this 
chapter (particularly those of coastal land-use and housing after the 
Tsunami), I have demonstrated that the subaltern theorists‘ view of the state 
and civil society as modernistic, elite institutions is rather narrow as neither 
of them is completely elite in character. For example, the lower level 
officers and workers of the state do come from lower class and caste 
positions and affiliate closely with the subaltern. Similarly a section of civil 
society clearly works towards safeguarding subaltern interests. Thus, in 
terms of extending elite/subaltern theory, I propose an extension of the 
definition of elites from the limited understanding of them as upper caste, 
middle class bourgeois to incorporate their varied philosophies and 
workings in a globalised and privatised India.  
While it is true that the state was insensitive to the indigenous 
fishing groups in its proposed ordinance in the post-Tsunami period, it was 
also shown that civil society and political society together actively resisted 
these moves. As such, the analysis of elite (and subaltern) responses to the 
Tsunami in this chapter provides important clues for theory-building with 
                                                            
74 See for example the infamous corruption case against Mayawati called the ‗Taj heritage 
corridoor‘ case where she is believed to have siphoned off a huge amount of money in the 
name of maintaining a heritage site 
http://www.hindu.com/2009/11/17/stories/2009111757070100.htm .   
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respect to classifying them in the present era where forces of globalisation 
and privatisation cross-cut traditional identity markers of gender, class and 
caste and determine people‘s vulnerabilities (see Chapters 6 and 7 for 
details). Leakages across these domains and the consciousness of 
intersectionality of elite and subaltern subject positions with other forms of 
social inequality should be included to understand identity-politics in India.  
In the next chapter I go on to identity-politics between the elites and 
the subalterns at the level of the community by examining the processes of 
power and resistance before and after the 2004 Tsunami. I demonstrate that 
like the ruling and civil society ‗elite‘, the domain of subalterns is also 
complicated and needs to be deconstructed along the lines of who is 
rendered more marginalised due to neo-liberal interventions of the state and 












‘DISASTERS DO NOT DISCRIMINATE, PEOPLE DO’
75
: 
NEGOTIATING GENDER, CLASS AND CASTE IN A 
TSUNAMI-AFFECTED VILLAGE 
 
6.1 INTRODUCTION    
Disasters, however „natural‟, are profoundly discriminatory; 
wherever they hit, they hit pre-existing structures and social 
conditions that determine how a community will be affected and 
who will pay the highest price” (Oxfam, 2005:1).  
The above quote is reflective of the vulnerability paradigm popular 
among disaster researchers and practitioners since the 1990s (see Varley, 
1994; Bankoff, 2001). It reminds us of the unequal social relations that 
render some people and communities more vulnerable to the impacts of a 
disaster than other members of a society. These vulnerabilities emanate 
from various kinds of deprivations – physical, social, political, economic, 
cultural and ecological (Wilches-Chaux in Bankoff et al. 2004). Identity 
categories also intersected in important ways to create landscapes of 
inequality before, during and after the 2004 Tsunami in Tamil Nadu. In this 
chapter my aim is to examine how societal inequalities resulted in 
deprivations that rendered some groups of people in the fishing community 
of Akkraipettai more vulnerable to the impacts of the 2004 Tsunami than 
others in more powerful positions to negotiate rehabilitation from the state 
                                                            
75 This chapter title is inspired by Kapur (2009:380) who questions, ―Nature is neutral. Why 
would nature choose to select women, or labour or salt workers or migrants or poor?‖ 





and civil society elites. To understand post-Tsunami rehabilitation 
negotiations in Akkraipettai, I use Platteau and Gaspart‘s (2003) concept of 
‗Elite Capture‘ and Scott‘s (1985) concept of ‗Weapons of the Weak‘.  This 
chapter addresses my second research objective, which is to examine the 
impact of post-Tsunami RRR process on the intra-community gender and 
class relationships. Using Akkraipettai as a case I will unravel these 
changes in a coastal fishing ‗community‘76 in Nagapattinam.  
Biases based on social identity are common in rural areas all over 
the world. For example, the gender and disaster literature highlights that in 
some cultural contexts male dominated disaster management institutions are 
inaccessible to single and widowed women heads of households (see Reyes, 
2002; Keys et al., 2006). Gender and class are cross-cut by complex 
intersectionalities of age, marital status, social networks, occupation etc. 
that contributed to differential vulnerabilities and complex matrices of 
domination and subordination and inclusion and exclusion, in the village of 
Akkraipettai before, during and after the 2004 Tsunami. The fishing 
community in this village claimed that they did not observe caste 
differences and that there was no discrimination within the village based on 
this axis of social inequality.
77
 With the few dalit families from the village 
already relocated to Papakoil in the post-Tsunami period (as discussed in 
the previous chapter), caste was no longer a vector of social exclusion in 
                                                            
76 I am problematising the use of the word ‗community‘ as suggested by Guijt and Shah 
(1998) since it is not a homogeneous entity as I shall display in this chapter.  
77 When I asked a question about caste from a fisherman, I was advised to not bring this issue 
up as I could be fined Rs. 10.000 by the traditional panchayat.  
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Akkraipettai and gender and class stood out as the two most significant 
intersecting axes of marginality.  
The last chapter, dealt with the macro-politics of disaster response 
that manifested in the interventions of the state, civil society and resistance 
by the political society in the state of Tamil Nadu. I now go on to the scale 
of the village or the community to understand how RRR measures impacted 
these communal relationships in the aftermath of the 2004 Tsunami. For 
this, it is first of all essential to understand elitism, traditional power 
systems and the politics among the community. I will first of all discuss the 
characteristics of the traditional governance system in Akkraipettai that was 
and continues to be a patriarchal system of dominance and decision-making 
in the village. I then elucidate elite and subaltern responses to the state and 
civil society sponsored disaster interventions, during the RRR processes 
and the tensions that emerged at each of these stages.    
In Chapter 5, I argued that the Tsunami was a catalyst for the 
emergence of new elite collaborations and relationships; continuing the 
same argument, I posit that the 2004 Tsunami and ensuing interventions 
became instrumental in firstly deepening the cleavage between the trawler 
owners and fishworkers in the trawler fishing-based village, and secondly, 
aiding the enhancing resistance among subaltern groups (such as the 
fishworkers and their families) in the fishing village. The ―two Indians‖ 
defined by Kothari (1995) existed even in the Akkraipettai pre and post-
Tsunami period. There are the village elite on the one hand that control 
critical resources such as the means of production (trawlers in this case) and 
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common land and water resources, and on the other hand the subaltern 
groups (the fishworkers) there are dependent on the elite for livelihoods. 
Due to the mechanised nature of fishing activities in this village, power is 
heavily polarised in favour of those who own the means of production in 
this village. Trawler owners thus dominate socio-economic and political 
decision-making processes in this village through the traditional governance 
body referred to as the uur (‗village‘ in Tamil) or katta (‗traditional‘) 
panchayat, which is the system of governing villages in Tamil Nadu for 
many centuries.   
There were over 200 trawlers owned by a select group of people in 
Akkraipettai and each of these owners had 2-3 trawlers which meant that 
there were approximately 100 trawler owners in the village and the rest 
either had smaller craft such as fibre-reinforced boats or wooden 
kattumaran (small non-motorised craft made of four wooden planks), or 
worked as fishworkers on the trawlers (details provided Veerappan, 50, 
traditional panchayat member, 12
th
 February, 2008). There was hence a 
clear class divide which was also visible in the varied house types found in 
the village before and after the 2004 Tsunami (as most trawler and boat 
owners refused to take ‗external‘ help to rebuild their houses after the 
Tsunami, see Figures 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 and 6.4) which continued in the post-
Tsunami. The diversity in the housing types found in Akkraipettai reflect 
that the trawler owners possess large strong concrete houses equipped with 
modern domestic gadgets such as washing machines, large televisions, 
furniture and motorcycles and piped water supply in them whereas the 
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fishworkers have semi-permanent houses made of brick and thatch, with a 
bare minimum furniture or gadgets in them. The workers also cannot afford 
to get amenities such as piped water supply into their houses unlike the 
trawler owners who can buy clean drinking water and have a piped supply.  
 
Figure 6.1: A trawler owner’s house in Akkraipettai  
 




Figure 6.3: The backyard of a trawler owner’s house is typically equipped 
with modern domestic gadgets such as a washing machine (August, 2008) 
 
 
Figure 6.4: The backyard of a fishworker’s house typically used as a kitchen 
with minimum domestic gadgets (July 2008) 
The analytical sections of this chapter are organised into narratives 
about stages of Relief, Rehabilitation and Recovery (6.3, 6.4 and 6.5 
respectively) and their impacts on elite/subaltern gendered relationships 
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within the village. In the next section, I describe the role and characteristics 
of the rural elite in Akkraipettai.   
6.2 THE RURAL ELITE: THE TRADITIONAL PANCHAYAT AND 
ITS ROLE IN VILLAGE GOVERNANCE  
Positions of privilege in Akkraipettai are hereditary as the present 
trawler owners received their huge housing plots and capital for trawling 
from their family wealth. Most members of the traditional panchayat during 
the fieldwork period (February-August 2008) were elderly, male trawler 
owners who had been key figures in the village politics for the last 25-30 
years. These trawler owners held positions in the traditional panchayat not 
only due to their control of means of production in the village, but also due 
to the fact that their forefathers had held these elite positions
78
 before them. 
The order of elitism has been thus preserved and perpetuated in the village. 
Although, trawler owners could incur losses or lose their wealth in course 
of time, the norm appeared to be that, a person who had once owned a 
trawler owner and supported fishworkers would continue to be viewed with 
respect and accorded membership in the panchayat. In 2008 there were 
thirteen members in the traditional panchayat of which ten were trawler 
owners and three were fishworkers. This panchayat had been operational 
since the year 2006 before which its constitution was different (the 
problems related to panchayats will be discussed in Section 6.3).  
The traditional panchayat in Akkraipettai was a very powerful entity 
(both before and after the Tsunami) as it made almost all the decisions 
                                                            
78 Fisheries experts such as John Kurien observe that these elite positions could have been 
maintained over several generations (4 to5).  
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related to socio-economic matters and collected revenue from the boat-
owners (for common village fund for times of crisis, emergencies, accidents 
and to support fishworkers in non-fishing season). Disputes arising among 
family members or neighbours in the community were also resolved by the 
panchayat. The fairness of such decisions and the penalty accorded to 
‗defaulters‘ was however questionable. The residents of Akkraipettai were 
unwilling to however shed light on details of these power relations. It was 
primarily through observations and talking to a few people ‗willing‘ to talk 
about power that these details were gathered during fieldwork.       
Gomathy (2006) contends that while fishing communities have 
traditionally identified themselves as ―honest, autonomous, generous, 
courageous and united‖, the interpretation of these characteristics has 
altered with modernisation and in the aftermath of the Tsunami, though 
Gomathy does not detail how this has happened. Bavnick (2008) highlights 
the positive role of traditional panchayats in collective action and in 
fostering community resilience after the Tsunami; he argues that robust 
governance systems are important for communities to recover from the 
impacts of disasters. Similarly, Kurien (2005) believes that the system has 
worked well for the communities for many centuries, making the 
communities internally self-sufficient and protecting them from ‗negative‘ 
external influences such as those of the police and the state‘s judicial 
system.  
In Akkraipettai the involvement of police in the internal matters of 
village was considered an insult to the senior, respected members of the 
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village. The communities have their own mechanisms for dealing with 
‗deviant behaviour‘79 such as extra-marital affairs and desertion of elders by 
their adult children (interview with traditional panchayat leader, 27
th
 
March, 2008).  
In terms of the characteristics of the panchayatars (panchayat 
members), not all of them were viewed in the same way by ordinary 
members of the village; while some of them were regarded as highly 
approachable and ―generous‖ in their dealings, others were looked upon as 
―aloof‖ and ―conceited‖. Of the six traditional panchayat members 
interviewed, at least two were reported by the villagers to be very 
―considerate‖ towards the needs of the fishworkers, while others were 
perceived as indifferent. Beteille (2002), writing in the context of a village 
in Tamil Nadu, explains that there are multiple blocs of power in the same 
village that come into existence due to numerous factors of which class and 
caste are significant but not the only ones. Beteille (2002:229) elaborates 
that:  
There is a conflict between power of the big landowner and that 
of the popular leader ..... A popular leader can today command 
considerable power although his caste and class positions may 
be fairly low..... Power blocs are fluid. Some of the old bases of 
power, such as birth and ritual status, are being supplanted by 
new ones, such as numerical support, party support and contact 
with officials.     
                                                            
79 ―Deviant behaviour‖ in the fishing community is acts such as having an extra-marital 
affair or non-care of the elders by their married sons. These acts are socially unacceptable 
and punishable by the caste panchayat. Despite the overall patriarchal thrust of the 
traditional governance system, these norms tend to safeguard married, widowed and elderly 




Beteille‘s observations about a Tamil village, apply very suitably to 
the present political scenario in Akkraipettai where there are multiple poles 
of power. On the one hand there are traditionally privileged members on 
account of their birth and family status. On the other; there are popular 
leaders who have acquired power through affiliation with political parties 
and electoral processes or through participation in NGO programmes. For 
example the leader of the elected panchayat who despite being from the 
fishworkers group, was the official state representative of the issues of the 
people of Akkraipettai in 2008 and was also popular among the men and 
women of the village as he was perceived as an ‗honest‘ person. Similarly, 
some women leaders established themselves as figures of respect in the 
village on account of their long associations with NGOs working for 
development of the village. This affected traditional power and privilege 
structures in the village which for long was dominated by ‗richer‘ males. 
For example, during my daily visits to the village for fieldwork, I observed 
that a SNEHA community leader in Akkraipettai who was associated with 
the NGO‘s programmes for the last 22 years was frequently invited to settle 
disputes among women‘s self help groups, neighbours and even among 
members of the same household. Hence this woman had appropriated some 
power from the traditional male-dominated panchayat by engaging with 
NGO activities.  
Though the state and NGOs relied heavily upon information 
provided by these panchayats, these moves of ‗elite‘ reliance became 
sources of questioning from other NGOs and subaltern groups in villages, 
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although this occurred to different degrees in different villages. When I 
asked a TP leader about giving women space in the panchayat, he got very 
upset and said that it would be an insult to the male members of the body if 
women came and ‗raised their voices‘ in the panchayat:   
This is never going to happen… it will be so disrespectful 
towards the male members if women come here and start 
opening their mouths in front of us. That sort of thing has 
never happened before and it shall not be tolerated in the 
future  




Although traditional panchayat members refuted the possibility of 
women getting a space in the traditional governance system, they were 
conscious that women had appropriated alternate public spaces for 
themselves by participating in NGO programmes in high numbers thus 
forging links with the outside world that surpassed the authority of the 
communal panchayats.  
Unprecedented interventions after the 2004 Tsunami allowed some 
individuals to break free from traditional control systems. Civil society 
interventions targeted the non-privileged groups and gave them new 
avenues for participation in the development of the village before and after 
the Tsunami thereby affecting gender and class relations in the village. 
Women especially have established new relationships outside the 
community in the form of NGO, bank and state linkages and higher 
movement in the public sphere to attend various meetings and trainings 
organised by NGOs. For example, SNEHA (headed by a woman) places 
women at the centre of all its activities, and most of its fieldworkers and 
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coordinators are ‗insider‘ women from within the fishing community and 
have a grounded knowledge of women‘s issues. Even other NGOs in the 
village such as AVVAI and SOS, that were headed by male directors and 
have fieldworkers from other communities, have connected well with 
women in the village. Civil society interventions after the Tsunami have 
generally succeeded in making a dent on the gender and class relations in 
the village by enhancing the capabilities of the subalterns that helps them 
resist class oppression to some extent (similar to what Nagar, 2000 and 
Sharma, 2008 have found with respect to MS (an NGO‘s) women 
empowerment programmes in North India).  
State-funded development programmes such as the SGSY and 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS) are also heavily 
gendered as women enrol for them in high numbers. Various development 
approaches and schemes of the state and the NGOs will be discussed in 
depth in the section on recovery (6.5). The important point here is to 
recognise that the state and civil society interventions have contributed to 
the devolution of power to different individuals and groups in the village – 
and facilitated women‘s efforts in establishing stakes in the development of 
the village. I argue that such interventions have thus led to a sharpening of 
the ―weapons of the weak‖ (Scott, 1985) of the subalterns by providing new 
opportunities to develop themselves and resist the elite. Several 
contradictory processes of empowerment and disempowerment were 
working in the village. On the one hand, while the elite were aspiring to 
maintain their privilege, the flow of tangible aid – such as concrete 
208 
 
permanent houses and boats – had contributed to a re-articulation of wealth 
and status in the village in the post-Tsunami period on the other hand.          
Though the economic arrangement between the male groups 
(trawler owners and the fishworkers) have remained the same as in the pre-
Tsunami period (that is, 70% of the catch value goes to the trawler owners 
while the fishworkers get to divide 30% among themselves), the accounts 
of both these groups reveal that like gender, class relations too have been 
affected due to the post-Tsunami interventions. This primarily has been due 
to the stalemate caused over boat distribution in the relief and immediate 
rehabilitation phase by civil society organisations.  
The CEO, NCRC (in conference on the Tsunami in January 2008) 
suggested that civil society organisations‘ view of the 2004 Tsunami as an 
opportunity for ―social engineering‖ of the fishing communities has, in the 
long run, also proved destructive for the social relations among the 
members of the communities. Some of the frictions that arose between 
owners and workers during the rehabilitation phase have continued into the 
recovery period. This was reflected in the interviews. The fishworkers 
leader explained that some individuals and groups of fishworkers and their 
families have continued to avoid having direct dealings with some of the 
trawler owners due to ―suspicions that had occurred during relief and 
rehabilitation period‖ (interview with fishworkers‘ leader, Akkraipettai, 18th 
August 2008). These suspicions were related to misappropriation of relief 
and rehabilitation by the traditionally privileged group in the village (the 
trawler owners). The next section on relief details these tensions that were 
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caused between the traditional panchayats and the fishworkers in the 
immediate aftermath of the Tsunami.  
6.3 RELIEF: LIVELIHOOD INTERVENTIONS AND A RIOT OF 
BELIEF 
In this section, I highlight the intra-community conflicts that arose 
in Akkraipettai during the relief phase. The trawlers in Akkraipettai were 
fully or partially destroyed (Figure 6.5) during the Tsunami and one of the 
early interventions by the state and civil society organisations after the 
disaster was to obtain lists of people (from the traditional panchayat) who 
had lost their boats and nets in the Tsunami. Boats and nets were then 
distributed among members of the village by the state and/or the NGOs 
(however not necessarily based on the list provided), but in excess of what 
existed before the Tsunami. For example, on a side visit
80
 to a neighbouring 
fishing hamlet, Samanthanpettai, in February, 2008, I discovered that 
fishworkers had previously been given shares in boat ownership by civil 
society organisations.  In Akkraipettai, however, the village elite of trawler 
owners had turned down offers of excess Fibre Reinforced Plastic (FRP) 
boats distributed by civil society organisations on the pretext
81
 that there 
would be a labour shortage in the village if excess boats were brought in. 
They drew up lists of all the trawlers that had been damaged or destroyed 
                                                            
80 Although the main study area was Akkraipettai, side trips were made to two villages where 
artisanal forms of fishing were practiced. These two villages were Samanthanpettai and 
Chinoorpettai.  
81 I use the word pretext since fishworkers in the village expressed that the trawler owners 
were insecure about getting excess boats in the village as this would affect their privileged 
positions in the village and used lame excuses to avoid this move from civil society.  
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and got loans for the repairs and rebuilding from the state; these lists 
however, excluded the fishworkers from getting these benefits.    
 
Figure 6.5: Akkraipettai harbour 15
th










Figure 6.5 shows Akkraipettai harbour in the immediate aftermath 
of the 2004 Tsunami and Figure 6.6, displays the repaired and rebuilt 
trawlers in Akkraipettai two and a half years after the Tsunami. In my view, 
in their interviews, the trawler owners took pains to present a ―fair‖ picture 
of the relief and rehabilitation activities in Akkraipettai. The discussion 
below, however, reveals that their decisions were not as ―fair‖ as they were 
claiming them to be. A traditional panchayat leader explained that the 
panchayat had included all the groups in the village, including widowed 
and destitute women in the housing programmes. He argued that the 
panchayat members were also prompt in providing a list of the number of 
houses constructed by each NGO in the village (Veerappan, 50, traditional 
panchayat leader, 20
th
 March, 2008). However, Veerappan did not reveal 
the problematic nature of livelihood interventions in Akkraipettai as 
compared to other smaller fishing villages in the district. In many of the 
surrounding villages (which used smaller fishing craft), excess boats had 
been distributed in the post-Tsunami period which had caused comparison 
and ensuing dissatisfaction among the fishworkers in this village with 
regard to their own exclusion in the rehabilitation.   
The state offered a loan with a subsidy component for rebuilding 
and repairing their trawlers, but these too were limited to those who owned 
trawlers. The trawler owners explained that for partially damaged trawlers 
the loan component was Rs. 200,000 and the subsidy was Rs. 300,000 
whereas for fully damaged trawlers it was Rs. 1500,000 and 500,000 
respectively. In the eyes of the fishworkers, the trawler owners manipulated 
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livelihood interventions in their own favour by maintaining the class status-
quo in the post-Tsunami period and excluding the workers from becoming 
boat owners unlike in many other villages (interview with fishworker 
leader, 35, 20
th
 August, 2008). Some of the fishworkers began comparing 
the livelihood strategy in their village with that of the other villages; this 
nurtured a feeling of deep discontent and resentment among fishworkers, 
which led to an open rebellion in the form of a riot that broke out in April 
2005 (interview with traditional panchayat leader, August, 18
th
 2008).  
Post-Tsunami livelihood interventions thus provided flash points 
where everyday subtle rural resistances of the fishworkers turned into open 
ones. A traditional panchayat leader explained in a very upset tone: 
In the past twenty five years it was the first time that a 
problem in the panchayat arose. We were unable to handle 
the relief in the village. The fishworkers were asking for 
compensation in the form of new boats. But why are you 
asking all this? Your project is about women and Tsunami so 




 August, 2008) 
The interview with this particular panchayat leader was very formal 
and his reactions to some of my questions bordered on suspicion. He was 
very uncomfortable talking about issues of power and conflicts in the 
village to an outsider woman like me. It was a matter of ‗shame‘ that I 
knew about the open conflict in Akkraipettai already, since it was published 
in a 2005 NCRC report called ―An Appraisal of Post-Tsunami Interventions 
by Civil Society Organisations in the Fishery Sector of Nagapattinam‖ 
(Thaddeus, 2005). The 2004 Tsunami had become an event that provided 
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the context and catalyst for strife in previously supposedly ‗internally 
cohesive‘ fishing communities. The panchayatars were especially 
embarrassed that their authority had been questioned after decades of 
compliance by the ordinary members of the village. It had also exposed the 
selfishness and manipulative practices of the elite which were unacceptable 
to them. For ordinary villagers and outsiders, the privileged want to 
maintain a sense of generous face which helps them advance their 
advantageous positions (Scott, 1985).    
Scott (1985:337) argues that hegemonic ideology prevails only 
when two essential pre-conditions exist for it: firstly the system of 
privilege, property and status must operate in the interest of both elite and 
subordinate; and, secondly, the dominant class must deliver at least some of 
these promises if it hopes to gain compliance. He further explains that the 
failure to deliver promises forms the most common basis for class struggle; 
this was clearly the case in Akkraipettai. A deep sense of injustice arising 
from manipulation by the privileged, led the fishworkers to believe that 
they had been ‗left-out‘ of the Tsunami rehabilitation benefits, thus leading 
them to take up violent means to negotiate rehabilitation. 
The fishworkers‘ leader explained that the district administration 
had to intervene in the village politics to settle the stalemate over boat 
distribution. The then District Collector, Dr. J. Radhakrishnan initiated a 
peace process by calling a meeting with the owners and the workers to re-
constitute the traditional panchayat with equal members from both sides in 
March 2005 (interview with Ravi, fishworkers‘ leader, 35; 20th August, 
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2008). An agreement was reached with both sides wherein the owners 
promised to purchase some Fibre Reinforced Plastic (FRP) boats to pacify 
the fishworkers, and the workers agreed to dissolve the labour union that 
they had formed to negotiate rehabilitation (NCRC, 2005). Further the 
fishworkers‘ leader explained that at the initiative of the District Collector a 
new traditional panchayat was constituted with 24 members of which 
twelve were trawler owners and twelve were fishworkers (in April 2005). 
Fishworkers in this new reconstituted panchayat were much younger in age 
(30-40 years) as compared to the older wealthier trawler owners that had till 
then dominated the village politics and decision making processes. For the 
first time, two unmarried men got a place in the traditional panchayat 
unlike the older rule of marriage being a pre-requisite for being a member 
in it (interview with Ravi, fishworkers‘ leader, 35, 20th August, 2008).  
In the relief and early rehabilitation phase, it seemed that the 2004 
Tsunami had made a major indentation on the traditional power structures 
in Akkraipettai, by getting the fishworkers included in critical decision-
making processes. Further details from the fishworkers‘ interviews however 
revealed that this was not the case since the older power holders did their 
best to re-appropriate the power that they had partially given up to the 
younger fishworkers. A fishworker‘s wife explained that the ‗senior‘ 
members of the older panchayat created discourses about the ‗inefficiency‘ 
and ‗inexperience‘ of the younger members in the new panchayat in 
managing the affairs of the village (interview with Janaki, 33, 14
th
 August, 
2008). They created hurdles in the functioning of the new panchayat 
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(reconstituted under the auspices of the District Collector) by finding fault 
with the new housing works that had been done under the supervision of 
this panchayat and went on a drive to divide the fishworker families among 
themselves (interview with Ravi, fishworkers‘ leader, 35, 20th August, 
2008). Like the elite in the village, the subalterns too were not a 
homogenous group and while some were willing to challenge the traditional 
power structures, others preferred to remain silent and comply with the pre-
Tsunami class status quo. This division among the subaltern groups was 
responsible for the non-sustenance of the new panchayat which I will 
discuss below.  
Manipulation strategies of the older power holders (pre-and 
immediate post-Tsunami) increased in their everyday acts of criticising and 
belittling the efforts of the new panchayat. De Certeau (2001:35-36) defines 
strategies in terms of manipulation practices that dominant groups or 
institutions use to preserve and advance themselves:  
I call a strategy the calculation (or manipulation) of power 
relationships that becomes possible as soon as a subject with will 
and power (a business, an army, a city, a scientific institution) can 
be isolated. It postulates a place that can be delimited as its own and 
serve as the base from which relations with an exteriority composed 
of targets or threats (customers or competitors, enemies, the country 
surrounding the city, objectives and object of research, etc.) can be 
managed. .... it is an effort to delimit one‘s own place in a world 
bewitched by the invisible powers of the Other.  
 
 
The centuries old traditional panchayat system dominated by the 
rural elite was one such steely structure that had preserved from external 
interventions including those of the state legal and judicial systems itself 
through a long span of time. The institution had managed to perpetuate 
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itself with strategies of deception, such as making ordinary members of the 
communities believe that it was working for the ‗larger good‘ (Gomathy, 
2006), while maintaining its privileged position was its central aim. In more 
artisanal fishing villages, boat distribution was not such a big issue of 
contestation as in highly mechanised ones like Akkraipettai. For example, 
on a side visit to a small fishing hamlet (with 65 families) called 
Chinoorpettai, I spoke to a key informant who explained that after the 2004 
Tsunami livelihood interventions, economic relationships in the village had 
improved with groups of men engaging in collective fishing activities by 
going to sea together for different varieties of fish. Women in this village 
too were engaging in collective processing activities such as drying and 
salting the fish together on the beach (field observations, 19
th
 February, 
2008). This was primarily due to the fact that there was no glaring disparity 
in the type of fishing craft owned in this village as all fishermen were using 
smaller boats for fishing. Boat owners had received FRP boats as 
compensation for their small wooden crafts after the 2004 Tsunami and 
fishworkers too, had received boats jointly owned by groups of four. The 
key informant explained that the fishermen in Chinoorpettai had ―prudently 
decided not to use all the boats given out at the same time and take turns to 
help operate each other‘s boats to go fishing‖ (interview with Elango, 27, 
fishworker, key informant, Chinoorpettai, 19
th
 February, 2008).    
The situation in highly mechanised fishing villages like Akkraipettai 
was very different from traditional fishing hamlets after the post-Tsunami 
interventions aggravated pre-existing class divisions.  The manipulative 
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moves of the older trawler owner dominated TP members succeeded in 
creating tensions about the working of the reconstituted panchayat and 
there was conflict in the village again in January 2006, nine months after 
the formation of the new panchayat (January 2006). The subordinate groups 
were divided among themselves and the elite group took advantage of this 
division to create another riot in the village. As part of these disturbances, 
some fishworkers attacked other fishworkers who were supporting the 
traditional elite.  
The fishworkers‘ leader explained that due to these disturbances and 
violence, the new panchayat had to be dissolved roughly a year after it had 
been formed in April 2005. Due to continuous violence, police had imposed 
a curfew in the village (in January 2006) and 1,000 people (all male)
82
 who 
were considered ―troublemakers‖ were asked to leave the village by the 
state. The leader explained: 
During the conflict phase, vehicles and property of the rich was 
attacked, the houses of the fishworkers supporting the trawler 
owners were also attacked, police vehicles were also attacked. Some 
meetings were convened by the government to sort out this problem. 
One person was seriously injured in this conflict, 1000 people had to 
vacate the village, and the police arrested 120 people from both the 
sides of which four were booked under the crime section 
(Ravi, fishworkers‘ leader, 35, 20th August, 2008). 
When asked about the government‘s role in the peace making processes in 
the villages, then DC, Dr. J. Radhakrishnan explained that: 
The whole issue was seen with a sense of detached attachment by 
the administration and active field NGO‘s.  The experienced persons 
                                                            
82 The ―trouble-making‖ males were asked to leave. However, their families could stay back. 
A curfew was imposed in the village soon after.  
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in administration and NGO‘s knew that free boats to fishworkers 
alone, was not sufficient for them to sustain them in future as it also 
involved maintenance and expenditure.  Thankfully such things 
settle down over a period of time and apart from a few 
administration-assisted peace committees the panchayats and 
fishworkers over a period of time settled down  




The statement by Dr. Radhakrishnan reveals that as usual the state 
did not interfere much into the ―internal‖ matters of the fishing groups 
unless there was a need to curb violence; the conflicts were allowed to settle 
on their own. The dispute in Akkraipettai appeared to settle down in June 
2006 when yet another traditional panchayat was constituted with thirteen 
members of which ten were trawler owners and three were fishworkers.  
The panchayat of June 2006 resembled the older order where senior, 
wealthier members of the community once again dominated the village 
politics and the younger fishworkers were left out (the younger, unmarried 
fishworkers had been labelled as ‗inexperienced‘ and eliminated in the new 
panchayat). After the short post-Tsunami turbulence in the village, it once 
again reverted back to elite privilege, albeit with a difference. Although 
trawler owners re-appropriated power, their respectability had suffered a 
tremendous setback due to the violence that was triggered primarily by their 
manipulation strategies. Though the subalterns were allowed to speak 
temporarily, they were silenced again soon after. The subordinate groups 
felt further marginalised due to elite-capture of livelihood interventions and 
continued to harbour feelings of ill-will against the privileged and though 
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the male fishworkers were reluctant to divulge such feelings to me,
83
 in 
their interviews women more openly accused the panchayat of biases and 
injustice.   
For example Anandi (60 years old) had three sons of whom the 
elder two neither supported her financially nor gave her a place to stay in 
their houses, while the youngest was injured during the Tsunami and was 
no longer able to work. Anandi stayed with her youngest son and was very 
sad that her son and his family could ―barely make ends meet‖. She was 
angry not only with her elder sons who after becoming ―wealthy‖ had 
forgotten family values, but also the affluent panchayatars who she said 
favoured ―only the wealthy‖. Anandi revealed:  
There are several problems in this village, but I don‘t want to get 
into trouble by telling them all to you. In this village the wealthy 
support the wealthy; there is no hope for people like us. My own 
household is the same as the village – the other day when I said 
something to my elder son he ran to hit me and my younger son; just 
because he has made good money abroad [in Malaysia] he thinks 
very low of my younger son‘s family.  
(Anandi, 60 years, interviewed on 13
th
 February 2008)  
For Anandi, oppression in the house resonated with larger gender 
and class relationships in the village since in both cases it was affluent 
males who were the perpetrators of manipulation, oppression and violence. 
Patriarchy intersected with class oppression in an important way in 
Akkraipettai to create gendered experiences of marginalisation among 
subaltern men and women before, during and after the 2004 Tsunami. I will 
                                                            
83 As explained in Chapter 4 on methodology, most men in Akkraipettai were uncomfortable 
discussing village politics with a woman ‗outsider‘ like me.  
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show that this interesectionality manifested in every phase of the disaster. 
In the relief and early rehabilitation phase, it was evident in the 
manipulation strategies of the rural elite and the open resistances of the 
subordinate group. In the rehabilitation and recovery phases, overt 
resistances by subordinate groups in the village turned once again into 
everyday subtle, covert resistances as elaborated by Scott (1985). The 
accounts of the villagers revealed that the state and NGO interventions and 
the provision of concrete houses to all the members of the community had 
affected the articulation of privilege in the community which led to 
increased subtle resistance by the subordinate groups. 
This was very well explained by a former member of the traditional 
panchayat who detailed why he wanted to keep away from the village 
politics in the post-Tsunami period:  
No I don‘t want to be a member of the uur panchayat again. 
It is not as respectable now as it used to be. You see the 
Tsunami has spoilt everyone in this village - everyone has a 
concrete house and money now. People come and look into 
our eyes and talk back now. Earlier this was not the case, 
people used to show respect and bow down while greeting us. 
But now they are so disrespectful to us… No I will not be on 
the panchayat again – there is far too much politics in there.  
(Hariharan, 55, 24
th
 July, 2008)  
 Hariharan‘s account displayed disenchantment with power and politics in 
the village; he felt that the post-Tsunami interventions had affected feelings 
of mutuality in the community. This was primarily due to the influence of 
new external actors who had stepped into village politics after the 2004 
Tsunami. For instance the fact that everybody got a new concrete house 
after the Tsunami was perceived as ‗threatening‘ by the privileged who felt 
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that fishworkers families‘ had become more ―arrogant‖ with new concrete 
housing. Though class differences in the village were not eradicated due to 
the provision of new houses, fishworkers got a new identity as owners of 
concrete houses that pushed them on par with the housing of trawler owners. 
The panchayat tried to manipulate the permanent housing in Akkraipettai 
too, but this again was actively resisted by the subaltern groups in both open 
and subtle ways, as detailed in the next section with regard to housing and 
weapons of the weak. 
6.4 REHABILITATION: HOUSING AND FACILITATING 
WEAPONS OF THE WEAK 
      In this section I detail the housing interventions in Akkraipettai and their 
impacts on intra-community relationships. I argue that like livelihood 
interventions, permanent housing projects in Akkraipettai also led to 
increased manipulation by the privileged and resistance by the subaltern 
groups. Though there was no open riot related to housing as with the fishing 
boats, there was increased resistance by subaltern groups to get their share 
of housing (which the privileged also perceived as ―increased arrogance‖ as 
elaborated by Hariharan above).  
6.4.1 Manipulative Moves of the Village Elite and Subaltern 
Counteracts 
         As with livelihood interventions, the privileged groups sought to 
maintain their supremacy in housing too. This time, instead of direct 
manipulation, they declined assistance from NGOs to rebuild or repair their 
houses thus displaying personal resilience in the face of a crisis; all the 
trawler owners that were interviewed had repaired their damaged houses 
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with their own funds instead of allowing NGOs to build new houses for 
them. The trawler owners possessed sturdy concrete houses even before the 
Tsunami, which were not completely washed away with the Tsunami wave 
like the fishworkers‘ homes. Most of their houses were partially damaged 
with either broken compound walls or other minor damage, and it was a 
―prestige issue‖ for the trawler owners to be able to repair their own house 
instead of relying upon NGOs. The trawler owners shared with some pride 
that they had repaired their houses ―on our own‖, but the panchayat had 
―negotiated well with the NGOs for rebuilding fishworkers‘ houses‖ 
(interview with a trawler owner 12
th
 February, 2008). But the fishworkers 
did not feel that the traditional panchayat had negotiated ―well‖ since 
conflicts in the panchayat during critical decision-making hampered the 
process of cooperating with NGOs doing housing projects.   
 The state designated four NGOs to provide permanent housing in 
Akkraipettai: these were Tata Relief Committee (the social sector wing of 
Tata Industries), World Vision (an international faith based organisation), 
BSNL (a public sector undertaking) and Mata Amritanandmayee Math (a 
local faith-based organisation working in South India). As discussed in the 
previous chapter, there was a tsunami of different kinds of NGOs in the 
district after the actual disaster and the allocation of one village (for 
housing) to four NGOs led to diversity in housing quality as some NGOs 
built better houses than the others. The allocation of housing thus became a 
source of comparison and dissatisfaction within the community.  
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 The traditional panchayat leaders provided a breakup of the 
number of houses allocated to each of these NGOs collectively by the 
government and NCRC in consultation with the traditional panchayat 
leaders. The Tata Relief Committee was allocated 828 houses of which 
768 were built in Tata Nagar and the rest were built ―in situ‖ in 
Akkraipettai; in addition, Tata built two community halls – one in each 
location. World Vision built 200 in situ houses in Akkraipettai, BSNL was 
allocated 160 houses and Mata Amritanandmayee Math, 164 houses.  Thus 
a total of 1,252 were to be built for the people of Akkraipettai after the 
2004 Tsunami. The traditional panchayat leader, Murli highlighted that 
this number was short by 600 of the total house requirement in 
Akkraipettai (interview with Murli, traditional panchayat leader, 38, 18
th
 
August, 2008).    
Because these NGOs relied upon the traditional panchayat for the 
allocation of land and beneficiaries for their housing projects, biases in 
decision-making characterized who received houses from which NGO. For 
example Majhi (45) a fishworker woman who said she desired a World 
Vision house since it was sturdy, actually received a BSNL house 
allocated by the panchayat. Such unilateral decisions left people like Majhi 
feeling ‗powerless‘ and deprived of their right to adequate shelter. 
Expressions like ―our houses are not strong enough‖ and ―they will not 
survive another Tsunami‖ were common among those who received BSNL 
and Mata Amritanandmayee houses. The approach of reliance on the 
community elite by the state and civil society left people dissatisfied with 
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the housing deals that they received after the 2004 Tsunami. This 
approach, also reflects that participation of subaltern groups in 
rehabilitation decision-making was not a priority for the state as it 
appeared to be in a hurry to meet targets of rehabilitating the Tsunami-
affected as soon as possible and that participation would delay these 
processes. Further, gender as a component was totally missing in the 
planning and implementation of housing projects in the village, since the 
state and civil society actors were relying on patriarchal panchayat bodies 
for data and space allocation
84
.           
The NGOs also felt constrained and bound by panchayat decisions. 
For instance a World Vision site engineer explained that the NGO had 
proposed to do 400 houses in Akkraipettai but due to the internal conflicts 
in the panchayat at that time, the members ―did not cooperate with the 
NGO to allocate spaces and other community support for 200 houses. 
Hence, till July 2008 only 200 houses had been built by World Vision and 
the remaining are to be constructed when the panchayat provides space 
and permission for them‖ (interview with site engineer, in his 30s, World 
Vision, 30
th
 July 2008).  
World Vision housing was the most desired prototype in 
Akkraipettai as most women who got these houses expressed a high level 
of satisfaction with them and those who did not get it, wished for it. 
                                                            
84 Gender mainstreaming was missing in post-Tsunami housing programs since ordinary men 
and women were not consulted in these processes. Most of the NGOs implementing housing 
hired professional architects to design the houses according to the stringent guidelines laid 
down by the state. There was no space for bottom-up participation in these programs.   
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However, it also became a sore point for people whose houses had been 
built in ―less impressive‖ ways by NGOs like Mata Amritanandmayee 
Math and BSNL. While Mata Amritanandmayee Math had built houses 
hastily with ―not such good quality materials‖ (interview with Shanti, 36 
years, 14
th
 February, 2008), BSNL houses were incomplete even three and 
a half years after the Tsunami due to a lack of funds (interview with Majhi, 
45 years, 10
th
 March, 2008). Majhi whose house was still incomplete 
(being built by BSNL) not only expressed frustration with the panchayat 
leaders for their disinterest in fishworker families‘ issues but was also 
jealous of the families who had received World Vision houses:  
In this village you have to be friends or relatives of the 
panchayat members and you will get all the benefits and 
handouts, your house will be completed soon and you will 
live comfortably…..(pointing to her neighbor‘s house)- you 
should visit there to see the good quality of house that World 
Vision gave them.. they are the lucky ones – all NGOs have 
favored them.  
(Majhi, fish vendor, 45, 10
th
 March, 2008)     
   
Majhi not only insinuated biases and favoritism to the village elite, 
she is jealous of the neighboring fishworker family since they not only got 
―better‖ housing but also the woman in the neighboring family was an 
NGO leader. Like many other women in the village Majhi felt that she 
suffered heavily due to the 2004 Tsunami although she did not lose any 
family member. Another key informant from the village explained that the 
traditional panchayat tried to mismanage the housing interventions by 
asking NGOs for money instead of building new houses (interview with 
Janaki, 33, 17
th
 August 2008): 
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When Tata NGO came into our village to build houses they 
approached the traditional panchayat leaders for allocation of 
space. However, the leaders asked them to give money instead 
of building houses so that they could allocate the money 
themselves. You know some members have misused the funds 
previously…. this was also against the government order and 
not acceptable to the NGO. Hence the NGO started 
approaching the community directly for building the houses. 
At that time I helped them and acted as a local guide- so they 
selected me as a volunteer and used my house for meetings - 
this was unacceptable to the powerful people in this village 
and they started viewing me as an enemy. They also told my 
husband to control my activities. But I am not scared of 
anyone. I like being bold and can speak out loudly on the 
streets too.  
(Janaki, 33, 18th August, 2008) 
 
Janaki‘s narrative is central to understanding the manipulative 
interventions of traditional panchayat members in housing. While the elite 
members enhanced their manipulative practices in the wake of external 
interventions by dominating the community level decision-making, 
subaltern members such as Janaki also used them as an opportunity to 
enhance their connections and prestige. Janaki further said that since she 
volunteered for Tata Relief Committee initially, they had given her some 
alternate livelihood trainings and had employed her as a resource person to 
impart similar trainings elsewhere, including foreign countries such as 
Vietnam.  
According to Janaki‘s testimony the demand for money instead of 
houses by the village elite was a clear indication that they had intended to 
siphon off funds. The OSD (RR) explained that the state had anticipated 
this situation and hence not given out money but provided for ready houses 
built by NGOs in its government order. Elite capture has been reported as 
227 
 
a serious problem in development interventions and it is often observed 
that the interventions do not reach the intended beneficiaries since they are 
misappropriated by the community leaders (Platteau, 2004; Fritzen, 2006; 
Dasgupta and Beard, 2007). Although NGOs like SNEHA campaigned for 
handing over money to the communities, the state did not take on board 
such suggestions for practical reasons of cash handling and misuse by 
‗elite‘. Rebuilding by NGOs was the approach used instead, but this too 
was not free of flaws, since discrepancies in housing quality led to further 
divisions in the communities.  
Feelings of deprivation were high among the fishworkers‘ families 
in Akkraipettai as most respondents felt that they had not had much say in 
decisions regarding rehabilitation. The presence of four NGOs for housing 
in Akkraipettai heightened the feelings of discontent and marginalization 
among fishworkers in the village; this led to a further fracturing of an 
already divided community. For instance Shanti (36) who had lost her 7- 
year-old daughter to the waves said that she was so shattered by the loss 
that she and her husband suffered major depression after the 2004 
Tsunami. She explained: 
After the Tsunami my husband and son were badly injured and the 
daughter went missing. We later found that she had died. After 
coming from the hospital we stayed in the house only – lying 
injured and depressed – we could not go to queue up for relief 
materials or rations at the panchayat office, hence we lost out quite 
a bit on the initial government relief packages. Some NGOs came 
and fed us but generally nobody in the village cared to bring us our 
share since we were unable to go. We did not even get the full 
compensation for our daughter‘s death till now- everyone who lost 
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family members got 2 lakhs
85
 but we have only received only one 
lakh till date (interview with Shanti, 36, 5
th
 February, 2008).         
Anandi, Majhi and Shanti‘s narratives reflect disenchantment with 
the indifference among members of the fishing community in Akkraipettai. 
For Anandi oppression started at home, for Majhi it was the elite in the 
village who were ‗unfair‘ and ‗biased‘; for Shanti all her neighbours were 
indifferent and unconcerned with the plight of others. Social relations in 
Akkraipettai were, thus, characterized by class oppression, selfishness and 
indifference towards each other‘s situations. This is contrary to the 
findings of scholars like Ram (1991) and Busby (2000) who argue that 
fishing communities thrive on mutuality and symbiotic social and 
economic ties that are characteristics of a ‗moral economy‘; these features 
were present in smaller traditional fishing hamlets like Chinoorpettai but 
women‘s accounts revealed that this is far from the case in Akkraipettai.   
  In contrast to the women, male fishworkers who were interviewed 
maintained the facade that class relations in the village were amiable 
before and after the 2004 Tsunami. Out of ten male fishworkers 
interviewed, nine were unwilling to talk about boat distribution related 
problems or other class frictions in the village. In their interviews they 
maintained that the trawler owners were ‗helping‘ and had assisted them in 
the lean period when fishing activities were on hold. This was also due to 
the fact that the men did not want to ‗shame‘ the village in front of 
‗outsiders‘ and particularly a female researcher like me. A few fishworkers 
hinted at uncongenial class relations with expressions like ―I want to 
                                                            
85 One lakh is equal to 100,000 Indian rupees (USD 2226 approximately).  
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migrate to another village or another country‖ (this aspect is discussed in 
greater detail in the next chapter). Women in Akkraipettai were generally 
more forthcoming in the discussion of ‗problems‘ within the household 
and the community since they wanted researchers, outsiders, NGOs and 
media-persons to highlight the inequalities, particularly those of gender 
and class prevalent in the village. Not all women voiced their concerns 
around the village politics as directly as Janaki; many did so in more subtle 
ways.  For instance although Anandi said there were ―many problems‖, she 
evaded detailing out the problems in front of me. Other women focused 
more on family level oppression at the hands of husbands, sons, daughters 
or mothers-in-law.  The narratives of both subaltern men and women 
contributed to the understanding of experiences of patriarchal oppression 
at the level of both the community and the household.  
Discrepancies in the narratives of married couples also provided 
important clues about how men and women wanted outsiders to perceive 
village and family politics. For instance, in a personal discussion with me, 
Pushpa revealed that it had been five years since she had been married and 
moved to Akkraipettai to join her husband and his family. With two infants 
she led a solitary life in the village since neither her husband‘s parents or 
siblings were on talking terms with them, nor were the neighbours 
―helpful‖ or ―kind‖ (interview with Pushpa, 25 years, 17th March, 2008).   
Upon the arrival of her husband in the house she let him continue the 
interview and he stated that they were doing ―fine‖ in the village. He said 
that since his family had severed links with them, they did not have a 
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house after the 2004 Tsunami. With the permission of the panchayat 
however they had occupied one of the new houses built by Mata 
Amritanandmayee Math but did not have legal rights to the land or the 
house.  
The difference in the husband and the wife‘s narratives was telling. 
While Pushpa appeared fine with revealing that she found life in 
Akkraipettai ―depressing‖ compared to her life in Serudhur (her natal 
village where artisanal fishing was practiced and neighborhood relations 
were much more cordial), her husband Rajan (32) did not want to speak 
about politics in his family and the village. Though I pushed for the 
information, he did not want to reveal the details of favoritism or 
negotiations that had gone into the housing interventions in the village, 
leaving him without a house in his name. This was in fact one of the key 
problems that I encountered during my fieldwork; the men were unwilling 
to speak to me about power relations in the village. It was only from a 
handful of outspoken people (mostly women) in the village that I could 
gather clear details of direct conflicts like the riot (which was brought up 
only by Janaki and Ravi); other respondents were more subtle in their 
expressions of frustration, contempt or distress. The next section deals 
with resilience, resistance and adaptation of the communities to the new 
housing conditions in the village.  
6.4.2 Adaptation to the New Houses and Negotiations for Land Use 
Preservation  
As explained in the previous chapter, while most families who had 
previously lived in the 0-200 meters zone in Akkraipettai relocated to Tata 
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Nagar, families in the 200 to 500 meters zone remained back in the village, 
repaired their old house structure and let the NGOs build a new house in 
the same compound. According to the authorities, the main impediment 
that they faced in ―satisfying the needs of the fishing communities‖ was 
their demand for separate houses for each married couple in the household 
which they said was very difficult (email correspondence with Dr. J. 
Radhakrishnan, in his 40s, 25
th
 October, 2009). Figure 6.7 shows a typical 
housing arrangement in the 200-500 meters zone in the village where the 
old repaired tenement and the new house are built side-by-side thus 
increasing residential space for the families.        
   
Figure 6.7 – A repaired tenement alongside a new house in the same 
compound  
In most cases the state had allocated one house per family in the 
name of the older couple and kept the requests from younger couples on a 
waiting list for future consideration. The state and civil society 
representatives such as the OSD (RR), the then DC and World Vision 
representative in Akkraipettai referred to the fishing communities as 
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‗aggressive‘ in demanding rehabilitation. This suggests that these 
communities were both protecting their rights and advancing their interests 
after the disaster.  
The literature from other Tsunami-affected countries highlights that 
the disaster provided an opportunity to improve people‘s lives in different 
ways. For example Billon and Waizenegger (2007) illustrate how the 
impacts of the Tsunami facilitated the end of the war in Aceh which 
provided an opportunity for the people to recover from both the impacts of 
the war and the disaster (also see Jones et al., 2007 for new opportunities 
created by the Tsunami to address mental health issues in Aceh).  
For example, traditional panchayat leaders said that because of the 
shortage of housing for the families in the village they would keep 
demanding the state to fill the unmet need of housing.  Though people in 
the 0-200 meters zone had relinquished their land by signing a form with 
the state, the panchayat said that they would ―not allow the state to use that 
zone of land because it was essential as storage and fish processing space 
in the village‖ (interview with Murli, traditional panchayat leader, 38, 18th 
August, 2008). This move of the panchayat, again, revealed the 
aggressiveness of community leaders in preserving their land rights after 
the 2004 Tsunami. This decision of the panchayat was welcomed by the 
community as it meant protection of land for the larger good of the village.  
SNEHA assisted coastal communities in the district in preventing 
post-Tsunami land acquisition by the state. A senior level official in 
SNEHA expressed that the NGO had counselled the panchayats in 
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different villages not to hand over the land near the shore to the state since 
it would alienate the communities from parking and storage place for their 
boats and nets. Such a campaign by SNEHA served to unite the members 
of the community on this issue, and most of the members in the village 
were satisfied with this decision of the panchayat about not giving up the 
land.  
The land-rights campaign of SNEHA was in fact one of the most 
successful programmes that it was running since most of the members in 
Akkraipettai were aware of the Coastal Management Zone (2005) 
regulation and its ill-effects on the fishing communities. SNEHA members 
from Akkraipettai participated actively in agitations organised by the NGO 
against the state on various occasions; they also exuded high awareness 
about various destructive development schemes that were affecting coastal 
habitats and threatening the survival of fishing communities. The SNEHA 
community leader in Akkraipettai explained that she and other women in 
the village had travelled to Chennai to attend protests and rallies against 
schemes such as the Sethusamudram, commercial prawn farming and the 
CMZ (which had been stalled due to the agitations). She also elucidated 
that these resistances had given her and other women in the village the 
courage to resist patriarchal oppression and violence in their families too. 
Thus, civil society organisations played a central role in sharpening the 
‗weapons of the women‘ in Akkraipettai. Given the encouragement and 
support from fieldworkers and higher level officials in the NGOs many of 
the women interviewed expressed that they felt that some NGOs were like 
234 
 
―alternate families‖ where they could go and discuss their problems and 
find solutions for their everyday life difficulties.  
In terms of adapting to the new houses, some members in the 
community extended the limited built space by erecting new semi-
permanent one or two room structures beside them. For example some 
families in the village extended the space by putting up a thatched roof in 
the backyard and using it as a kitchen, yet others converted bathrooms into 
prayer rooms (Figure 6.8) and toilets into storage spaces (Figure 6.9) for 
the lack of critical infrastructure such as water and septic tanks to make 
them functional.  One occupant said that she could not use it as her 
bathroom since there was no piped water supply or proper drainage in the 
bathroom. Similarly she could not use the toilet since it was next to the 
bathroom (which was now prayer room) and hence it would be 
inappropriate to use the toilet next to the prayer room; besides all toilets 
did not have septic tanks with them since the government was yet to 
construct them.  
These examples of adaptations to new housing show that 
community members had to reconcile with the housing that they were 
provided by the state-NGO partnership. Not adapting to these new 
conditions would imply self-sponsorship of renovations and changes in 
construction, which not many could afford in Akkraipettai after the 2004 
Tsunami. Livelihood security had been impacted in the post-Tsunami 
period and members of the community had little cash or savings to carry 
out alterations in the housing structures provided to them. This implied 
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that most of them had to adapt to these new house structure with measures 
such as listed above.  
 
Figure 6.8: Bathroom converted to prayer room in Akkraipettai   
  
Figure 6.9: Toilet used as storage space in Akkraipettai  
While adaptation and resilience were key characteristics of women 
in Akkraipettai, the same cannot be claimed for men. I interviewed a few 
―depressed‖ men during the fieldwork (they said that they were 
―depressed‖ because of injuries and mental trauma sustained during the 
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2004 Tsunami). In contrast, the women by and large even after facing 
extreme trauma, injuries or loss of dear ones due to the 2004 Tsunami, 
expressed a strong will to live for their surviving children‘s well-being. 
Most of the women interviewed expressed concerns about the education 
and career development of their children
86
. There were other serious 
concerns related to the recovery of the community as almost all the men 
interviewed (both trawler-owners and fishworkers) reported that fish-
catches had declined after the Tsunami and that it was no longer that 
profitable to venture into the sea. One trawler owner for instance claimed 
that for each fishing trip that he made after the Tsunami, he was spending 
more than he earned and was seriously concerned about the future of his 
livelihood. The next section deals with issues of recovery in Akkraipettai.  
6.5 RECOVERY: ISSUES AND DISCOVERIES  
As mentioned above, people of Akkraipettai listed livelihood and 
education as their two main concerns after the 2004 Tsunami. While men 
were concerned about declining fish catches and rising diesel prices, 
women were concerned about securing places for their children in 
professional courses and training, and in seeking career counselling for the 
children from NGOs and visitors. For the purpose of analysis of recovery 
and development programmes I have selected two government 
                                                            
86 As explained by Ram (1991) and Busby (2000), motherhood is central to women‘s identity 
and status in the fishing communities in Tamil Nadu and the ability to fish and performance 
at sea is central to men‘s status. Hence, men who sustained injuries due to the Tsunami 




programmes and one NGO programme for in-depth evaluation of their 
impacts on the community in Akkraipettai. The SGSY (explained below) 
and NREGS (National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme) of the 
government are run by the Rural Development Department of the central 
and the state governments collectively. While the former caters to the 
credit requirements and alternate livelihood development of rural people, 
the latter is an employment guarantee scheme wherein waged employment 
is provided to villagers (in the form of public works such as roads, drains, 
culverts and bridges in the village) coordinated by the village elected 
panchayat.  
The NGO programme that I have selected for analysis of 
approaches to recovery is the ‗Family strengthening programme‘ of SOS 
that targets single parents in the village. I have selected SOS as a case 
study for recovery since firstly it deals with a special category of 
vulnerable people in the village, that is, the single parents and their 
children. This includes widows in Akkraipettai who generally lead a 
marginal and solitary life.
87
 Secondly, I have selected SOS since I have 
already dealt or am dealing with the role of other major NGOs such as 
SNEHA, Tata Relief Committee and World Vision (in the housing and 
land use politics in the village) and AVVAI (in the context of SGSY in 
section 6.4.1) and their impacts on the community in Akkraipettai. SOS‘s 
                                                            
87 Since the widows do not pay traditional panchayat taxes and are hence not eligible for 
benefits like the other families in the village.  
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family strengthening programme represents a different approach to 
recovery than the rest of the NGOs in the village.  
The main problem with most interventions in the village was that 
they were based on the Women in Development (WID) approach of 
providing micro-credit or assets without ensuring their functionality. Ray-
Bennett (2009) explains how micro-credit in the multiple-disaster-affected 
Orissa served to increase the indebtedness of women instead of providing 
them with sustainable livelihood options. Using the example of a cattle 
rearing programme run by Action Aid, she explains that though upper and 
middle caste women were able to restock their cattle and repay their loans 
taken from the group, lower caste women were barely able to sustain the 
business due to multiple problems related to lack of fodder and kin-
support. Similar findings hold true for Akkraipettai, where many NGO-run 
and some state-run micro-credit programmes were captured by elite 
women.  
6.5.1 The State’s Development Scheme – SGSY   
The first programme that I have used as a case in point to explain 
post-disaster identity politics in the village is the state sponsored SGSY
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programme. I have selected this programme to understand the 
intersectionality of gender and class that contributes to elite privilege, 
leading to elite capture of development programmes in the village. 
                                                            
88 The SGSY literally mean ‗Swaranjayanti Gram Swarozgar Yojana‘ is a state-run self 
employment programme where rural men and women are organised into savings and credit 
groups and are encouraged to save and take loans to start income-generating activities. 
Details of the scheme are available at http://www.rural.nic.in/anual0203/chap-5.pdf .  
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Through the in-depth study of this programme, I found that it had been 
captured by elite women in the village and that the state and NGOs were 
complicit in this process of favouring the elite, much like the relief and 
rehabilitation phase. The account below highlights the in-fighting for 
control over this programme among two influential women in the 
community and the impacts this had in the functioning of this programme. 
I demonstrate that elite politics and conflicts within the village hindered 
the flow of benefits to the intended beneficiaries or the subaltern groups in 
the community. Poor individuals and households should have been the real 




Based on the Self Help Group (SHG) model, loans are extended to 
SHGs with a subsidy component, based on group performance. The 
government department with the help of select NGOs engage in the 
facilitation, formation and evaluation of groups. The groups formed under 
the SGSY are rated after six months of formation after which they become 
eligible for loans. The President of the Panchayat Level Federation (PLF)
90
 
in Akkraipettai was the wife of one of the ‗generous‘ traditional panchayat 
leaders, who had been elected by the majority of SHG members in the PLF 
(interview with AVVAI fieldworker, 20
th
 July, 2008). The PLF president 
(Bharati, 50), although an ‗elite‘ man‘s wife, was popular among 
                                                            
89 Similar to Robinson, 1992 findings about the ineffectiveness of NGOs in rural South India 
to reach the poorest sections 
90 SHGs in every panchayat are federated to form a federation called PLF under this scheme. 
The purpose of federating the SHGs is to increase the benefits and facilitate the 
establishment of income-generating activities.  
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fishworkers‘ wives‘ since she had the ―same traits of kindness like her 
husband‖ (discussion with women at the PLF meeting on 26th July, 2008 at 
Akkraipettai community centre).  
PLF functioning however, was, far from smooth in Akkraipettai 
since another very powerful man‘s wife Kamala (47) wanted to ―snatch 
power from Bharati to become the PLF president‖ (interview with the 
Block Development Officer, Nagapattinam, 30
th
 July, 2008). Kamala‘s 
husband was not a traditional panchayat member like Bharati‘s but was 
influential in the village politics due to traditional elitism related to his 
family history. He owned three trawlers and his three sons were pursuing 
professional degree courses from reputed institutions in cities like 
Chennai. Kamala had used her husband‘s political contacts to contest the 
state‘s panchayat elections in 2006 and got elected as a District Councillor 
(a post where the holder can decide where and how to disburse the 
development funds from the state government). During her interview 
Kamala explained that she used her power in every meeting to have a say 
in the development infrastructure to be built in various villages in the 
district.                     
Though Kamala had been elected as a councillor on account of 
affiliation to a popular political party that generally won in the 2006 local 
panchayat elections, she was clearly not popular among many members of 
the PLF who supported Bharati as their leader. She promised loan support 
to some of the members to lure them to her ‗camp‘, which led to a split in 
the PLF in Akkraipettai. The PLF thus became an ugly battleground where 
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fights between the two factions became a common scenario. I attended one 
such meeting where Kamala alleged that the PLF accounts for the last few 
months were missing and Bharati‘s group defended by saying that it was 
Kamala who had asked for the accounts notebook and not returned in back 
to the PLF President. A short ethnographic account of the PLF meeting 
that I attended in on 26
th
 July 2008 (from my field notes) is provided 
below:     
 It is 3 pm on a hot afternoon in July and several women from Akkrapettai 
and the neighbouring villages Kallar, Keechankuppam and Tata Nagar 
have gathered at the village community centre courtyard for the Panchayat 
Level Federation (PLF) meeting. They are waiting for the NGO- AVVAI 
representatives (the facilitating NGO for PLF in this village) to come and 
preside over the meeting. The secretary and the joint secretary of the PLF 
are sitting together on one side with a serious expression on their faces. On 
the other side, Kamala (a “troublemaker” in the words of the PLF 
secretary) is sitting with a notebook – writing something. She is educated 
up to class 10
91
 and knows how to maintain accounts, records and 
documents. The secretary of the PLF is an uneducated woman, also an 
influential trawler owner‟s wife who has been selected by the women from 
the federation to be their secretary. Two male programme coordinators 
from the NGO arrive and wait for the other women to arrive (there have to 
be at least 60 women – one per SHG). At 3:30 pm the meeting begins.  
NGO representative (in a stern tone): We were supposed to begin at 3 pm; 
it‘s already 3:30! 
Kamala: We were not informed of the change of venue from cyclone 
shelter to community centre.   
Secretary (Bharati): In the previous meeting 2-3 people objected to the 
noise, hence we changed the venue to the community centre.   
Kamala: When 5 groups suggested by me have been given priority for the 
allocation of the Revolving Fund, why are you recommending others?  
                                                            
91 Class 10 in India is equivalent to O level in Singapore.   
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Secretary: Because among those 5 only one group has completed the books 
and is eligible for the loan – the rest have no books and have only recently 
joined and are hence not eligible for the loans yet. 
Kamala: I went to the bank and asked the manager to stop the allocation of 
the funds for the groups you have recommended. You are the leader of the 
PLF and you neither know the exact number of groups in the federation nor 
the correct accounts for the federation. 
Secretary: You create problems in every single meeting – where is the time 
to audit the accounts – everything is pending due to the creation of 
problems.  
NGO representative: Please continue with the regular meeting and take up 
these issues at the end when we leave!  
Kamala: I have collected membership money from a few groups – I am 
submitting photocopies of our accounts book to the NGO representatives.  
Secretary: We will submit our accounts for auditing next month since our 
books are missing. Kamala took them and never returned so we have to do 
everything afresh.  
NGO representative: Please provide your accounts on time. Money matters 
should be kept clear. It is important to be accountable even while doing 
social work.  
Secretary: In every meeting there are quarrels and noise – how can we do 
the accounts. 
The noise level in the meeting keeps increasing and the NGO 
representatives are not able to control the situation. Finally they announce 
that the deadline for submitting applications for Revolving Funds in 31st 
July and they should sort out their mutual differences soon to enable the 
smooth functioning of the PLF and leave angrily. Women continue to fight 
over accountancy issues and the secretary‟s group insists that the record 
books went missing due to Kamala since she wants to split the PLF and be 





Figure 6.10 - PLF meeting – Akkraipettai, 26th July 2008    
 
The above ethnographic account, not only reveals the relationship 
between two elite women struggling for leadership, but also the interaction 
of NGO programme officers with the women in the PLF. Though, no 
government official was directly present in the meeting, the NGO that had 
been appointed by the state to facilitate the PLF activity was acting on 
behalf of the state. The NGO representatives expressed frustration with the 
internal strife in the PLF but did not express much interest in sorting out 
the issues. They left it up to the members of the PLF to straighten 
accountancy related issues in the federation.    
In the context of legality and authority in urban India, Hansen 
(2005:185) explains:  
The local ―big man‖ is ubiquitous in everyday life and central to 
most relationships between authorities and ordinary people in 
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urban India..... In western parts of India, many of these men have 
found a political home- and some respectability, visibility and 
eminence in their locality – within the chauvinist organisation and 
political party Shiv Sena.  
I contend that this finding can well be extended to rural politics in 
Akkraipettai where Kamala and her husband are equivalent to the ‗big 
men‘ trying to mediate the state-community relationships at various 
occasions such as the one described above. They have obtained visibility 
and eminence through affiliation with a dominant political party (the 
AIADMK). For example, Kamala derives her authority to disrupt the state 
organised PLF by virtue of being a politically influential man‘s wife and a 
district councillor in the panchayat body. Both Kamala and her husband 
were perceived as ‗henchmen‘ of the AIADMK by many people in the 
village and not many ordinary women in the village wanted to get into a 
personal strife with Kamala (discussions with women after the PLF 
meeting on 26
th
 July, 2008).  
Bharati, on the other hand, (though also an ‗elite‘ man‘s wife) was 
seen as an unthreatening, helpful, a ―people‘s person‖ by most women in 
the PLF (discussions with women after the PLF meeting, 26
th
 July, 2008). 
On several visits to Bharati‘s house, I found that the wives of fishworkers 
frequented her house with PLF related issues such as the sorting of 
accounts and she was addressed as akka (elder sister) by them. Bharati 
would sit with them ‗patiently‘ leaving her housework aside for 
community work. Bharati was thus respected and her husband too was 
esteemed by fishworker families as a ‗kind‘ and ‗generous‘ man. In 
contrast, Kamala and her husband were viewed as ‗opportunists‘, ‗power-
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hungry‘ and ‗unconcerned‘ with the issues of the village by many of the 
women interviewed. Men in the village, however, were more neutral on 
this issue and said that they did not know what problems were going on in 
the Akkraipettai women‘s PLF. For example, during his interview, 
Bharati‘s husband said that he was unaware of Bharati and Kamala‘s 
mutual problems and that his relationship with Kamala‘s husband was as 
cordial as before.   
The facilitating NGO too, adopted a sort of ‗unconcerned‘ attitude 
by letting the women ―sort out the problems themselves‖. The AVVAI 
programme officer for Akkraipettai expressed to me: 
See! This is the way they fight in every meeting. This village PLF 
has become too much of a problem for us- in other villages where 
we work, PLFs are functioning so smoothly. Only this village is 
unique- they are lagging behind in loan applications because they 
are busier fighting among themselves. What should we do – the PO 
of Mahalir Thittam will come and speak to them and I think she 
may have to split them into two. This is generally not the rule – but 
in this village what else is there to do?  
(Discussion with programme officer, Male, 32, AVVAI; 26
th
 July 
2008 after the PLF meeting) 
Discussions with the NGO programme officer revealed that in his 
view, Akkraipettai was a unique village that did not conform to the normal 
running of SHG programmes similar to other villages in the district. This 
was due to the fact that there were too many wealthy and powerful people 
in the village that were constantly engaged in power and class struggles. 
Evidence from Akkraipettai also suggested that ‗rural elite‘ was not a 
homogenous category since there were the ‗good elite‘ and the ‗bad elite‘. 
As per the fishworkers‘ wives, they respected Bharati since she belonged 
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to the former category and resisted Kamala who was deemed in the latter 
category because she manipulated development interventions. This 
reflected that the subaltern women in Akkraipettai were not silent or 
neutral in the fight of two elite women. They were very conscious and 
aware of whom they were supporting and why. This supports Scott‘s 
(1985) assertion that subordinate groups comply with those elite who work 
for the combined benefits of these groups. Indeed in Akkraipettai the 
―weak‖ had asserted their power in development programmes by 
supporting the leader of their choice.  
The case study of Akkraipettai PLF clearly reveals that the elite‘s 
dominance is predicated on their performance of ‗generous‘ acts in favour 
of the subalterns to elicit the former‘s compliance and support. Thus 
Scott‘s findings from a rural agrarian community in Malaysia can be 
extended to the fishing community in Akkraipettai where class relations 
continue to be maintained through the kind acts of a few elite men and 
women. There has however, to be a consciousness that elites themselves 
are not a homogenous category, as explicated by the examples of Bharati 
and Kamala. Further, affiliation to political parties and processes creates a 
different kind of elite which maybe more threatening to the well-being of 
the rural subaltern than traditional elites as in the case of Akkraipettai. Just 
as there are diversities among the ruling elites and their politics, similar 
differences among rural elites exist and influence identity politics in the 
pre and post-disaster periods.       
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The case study of the PLF also highlights that women‘s post-
disaster developmental needs cannot be essentialised (Cupples, 2007); 
whereas elite women were engaged in a struggle for power to increase 
their control in the village, subaltern women‘s priorities were to access 
credit (interviews with several subaltern women in Akkraipettai, February- 
August 2008). The case study shows that not all women are ‗vulnerable‘ in 
the same way as presented in the gender and disaster literature to date now. 
Elite women like Kamala and Bharati use their social networks and 
positions of influence to establish greater stakes in the RRR processes.  
Subaltern women in the PLF expressed a high level of discontent 
with such oppression by an elite woman who they thought was misusing 
her education, office and contacts to create trouble in the PLF. Bharati, 
though illiterate was viewed as more eligible for heading the PLF since she 
made friends with all groups of women in the village. The next section 
details the problems and achievements of the state‘s employment 
guarantee scheme NREGS in the village.  
6.5.2 The State’s Employment Guarantee Scheme – NREGS        
The second state sponsored scheme that I have selected for analysis 
is the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGS). I have 
selected this scheme since it is heavily gendered, that is, most of its take up 
is by subaltern women in Akkraipettai. NREGS was introduced by the 
central government in the year 2005 with the aim of: 
enhancing the livelihood security of people in rural areas by 
guaranteeing hundred days of wage-employment in a financial year 
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to a rural household whose [sic who] volunteer to do unskilled 
manual work (NREGA website 




Under the scheme, job cards are issued to one adult member of 
families below the poverty line in a village and one hundred days of work 
per year is guaranteed to them. The elected panchayats are responsible for 
issuing the job cards, allocating the work to the beneficiaries and paying 
them wages on a daily basis (it was done in the form of cash distribution 
until August, 2008).  
The elected panchayat president explained that after the Tsunami 
they considered all families as falling below the poverty line and thus 
eligible for job cards; he said that the panchayat had issued cards to all 
those who had requested for them. For the entire village 870 cards had 
been issued (up to August 2008 as per the data provided by the elected 
panchayat office, Akkraipettai) with only four of the cards issued to men. 
Like SGSY, NREGS in Akkraipettai was also heavily gendered as more 
women than men took up waged labour work like digging ponds, cleaning 
water bodies, culverts, de-silting tanks, constructing roads. This was 
primarily due to the fact that among the fishing communities, working as a 
construction-laborer was considered a ‗menial‘ job and was held low in 
prestige. Interviews with men in the village displayed that they considered 
working outside of fishing as insulting to their status.  
In Akkraipettai three of my respondents were doing NREGS work, 
and had strikingly similar family situations. Two of the women were 
forced to take waged construction work since their husbands were ―injured 
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and depressed‖ after the Tsunami. Rekha‘s husband had sustained neck 
and spinal injuries and hence was unable to pursue fishing or any other 
heavy work as ―his head began to spin if he lifted a heavy weight‖ 
(interview with Rekha, 35, 15
th
 February, 2008). With an injured husband, 
three teenage children and a mother-in-law to support, Rekha was pushed 
into taking up waged work for the survival of her family. Similarly Devi 
(39) had an ―unemployed and depressed husband‖ and with ten children to 
feed, she was willing to work at any construction site (NREGS, BSNL or 
others) to earn a daily wage to support her family. Sujatha (27) was the 
eldest among five siblings who had lost their mother to the Tsunami, she 
and her three sisters were deserted by their father and brother after the 
Tsunami. Sujatha was separated from her husband and lived with her 
infant child and three younger sisters lived in her natal home in 
Akkraipettai. After being deserted by the men in their family, Sujatha and 
her sisters lived an aloof life and depended on her wages for their 
sustenance.  
Hence the similarity in the situations of these women was that they 
were primary bread-winners for their families due to either injured spouses 
of desertion by male members. They did not officially come under the 
category of ‗widows‘ that were eligible for the state‘s monthly widow 
pension scheme or SOS‘s family support and strengthening programmes 
(discussed below), but were living ‗practically as widows‘ with little or no 
financial support from their spouses. Neither the state nor the NGOs had 
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included these women in their ‗single and widowed women‘ programmes 
since these women did not strictly fall into these categories.  
The state and the NGOs thus needed to expand or revisit traditional 
categories of assistance such as ‗widows‘ or de jure women heads of 
households to include de facto women heads of households such as women 
whose husbands were severely injured or had deserted them in the post-
disaster period (cf Chant, 1997; in the context of the 2004 Tsunami in Sri 
Lanka in particular see Hyndman, 2008). Chant (1997:15) highlights the 
diversity that exists in the conditions of de jure and de facto women-
headed households in the ―developing world‖ as they might be quite 
different in regard to economy, power and rights. Arguing in favour of the 
need to include these differences Chant (1997:47) notes that widows are 
often regarded as ―more deserving‖ than other categories of women 
(including single, divorced or separated women which is a practiced that 
needs to be expanded to these other categories of women heads of 
households too. Within the category ―widows‖ too there exists diversity in 
living conditions depending on their class, race, ethnicity, caste or age 
positions in a given context. For example, writing in the context of multi-
ethnic Sri Lanka, Ruwanpura and Humphries (2004) and Hyndman (2008) 
call for a need to acknowledge the different situations of widows from 
diverse ethnic backgrounds. The authors note that while the Sinhalese 
widows benefitted from being both the majority group and a favourable 
legal code, which gave them matrilineal inheritance, Muslim widows were 
constrained being a minority and due to restrictive cultural norms.  
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The state and NGOs involved in the 2004 Tsunami response in 
India too did not account for multiple and fluid identities of individuals in 
the post-Tsunami period, where previously bread-winners became 
dependents and vice-versa. Health was a neglected area in the post-
Tsunami period since livelihood and housing were the most important and 
tangible priorities in the response to the 2004 Tsunami. Most of the injured 
people in the village were spending their own money to get health 
treatments after the Tsunami (issues around health-care and social 
reproduction are discussed in the next chapter).  
The three women discussed above felt that the main problem with 
the NREGS was that there was not enough work available under the 
scheme and none of them had yet received the full hundred days of 
employment, hence they had to seek work at other construction sites 
within or outside the village (interviews with Rekha, Devi and Sujatha, 
June-August, 2008). The elected panchayat leader (interviewed in August 
2008) said that they had tried to be ―fair‖ in distributing work among all 
the beneficiaries and hence could not provide work for the full hundred 
days to any single beneficiary, different people in the village had got work 
ranging from 10 to 60 days in the village.            
Clearly more cash-for-work schemes were required in this village 
for women like Rekha, Devi and Sujatha who were supporting large 
families by doing manual labor. All three of them did not participate in the 
SGSY or micro-credit programmes offered by other NGOs as they could 
not afford to pay the monthly saving amount to the group. Doocy et al. 
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(2006:289) explain that in post-Tsunami Aceh the cash-for-work scheme 
was instrumental in the recovery of communities from the impacts of the 
disaster:  
In post-Tsunami Aceh, while CFW participants used cash to meet 
immediate basic needs, significant savings rates indicated that CFW 
played an important role in the revitalization of household 
economies and longer-term economic recovery. 
 
When asked about this, the CEO of NCRC (interviewed in July 
2008) explained that in Nagapattinam there had been ―ample‖ cash for work 
programmes offered by different NGOs during the relief and rehabilitation 
phases and according to her, gender was ―not really an issue in relief and 
rehabilitation as there were five NGOs to a family in the initial stages‖. 
Similarly when I asked the OSD (RR) about the rehabilitation of families 
where the male bread winners were injured, he responded by in a one-line 
sentence without going into the details of the issue: ―Yes you are right, this 
is an important issue and something must be done about it‖ (interview with 
OSD (RR), 22
nd
 July, 2008). These sorts of statements reflect a disconnect 
between the views of policy makers, implementers and the grounded 
realities of disaster-affected men and women‘s everyday lives. While cash 
compensations were given out to the families of people who had died; 
injured people and their families had been excluded from such benefits. 
Cash for work schemes were still required by such families in the recovery 
phase. 
Another major problem with the NREGS is tied to its 
implementation as there continues to be corruption and malpractice among 
the elected panchayat presidents and staffs who siphon the money intended 
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for beneficiaries. The women noted that on some days payments were 
delayed by the panchayat office on the pretext that they had not received the 
money from the district administration (interview with Rekha and Sujatha, 
June-August, 2008). Figure 6.11 shows a woman collecting money for her 
day‘s work under the NREGS from the elected panchayat office in 
Akkraipettai (July 2008).  
 
Figure 6.11: An NREGS card holder collecting her wages from the elected 
panchayat office (July, 2008)   
For NREGS to make a positive impact on women‘s lives some 
fundamental problems related to its implementation have to be addressed 
by the state. First and foremost, enough work needs to be there for the 
really poor families to be able to meet their survival needs; secondly wages 
must be paid on a daily basis (as provided in the government act). The next 




6.5.3 SOS: Family Support and Strengthening Programme   
In this section I discuss the impacts of SOS‘s ‗Family 
Strengthening Programme‘ in Akkraipettai. At the time of fieldwork, SOS 
was operating in two villages in the district, Akkraipettai and Silladi Nagar 
(a non-fishing village where extremely poor – agricultural and domestic 
workers lived) for supporting the families with single parents (that is one 
parent had died before or during the 2004 Tsunami). Both male and female 
headed households were being supported under the scheme. The Director 
of SOS Nagapattinam explained that it was supporting over a hundred 
single parent families in Akkraipettai and Tata Nagar. The interventions 
included providing money for every child at the rate of Rs. 200 per child 
per month and making the family slowly self-sufficient so that the 
monetary component of the program could be discontinued in due course. 
For the latter, the NGO provided livelihood support in the form of credit or 
asset provision to start an economic activity that the men and women opted 
for (from a list of diverse activities for which SOS had technical and 
financial resources).     
For example, Meera (35) a widow with three school-going 
children, was selected by SOS through a single-parent list provided by the 
traditional panchayat of Akkraipettai. She explained that since the NGO 
had started supporting her children and her small home-run snack business, 
life had become somewhat easier for her. Prior to the Tsunami she had 
been running her small vada
92
 shop on her own for the last more than ten 
                                                            
92 Small deep fried snack made of lentils.   
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years since her husband passed away. Meera said that though her 
husband‘s kin stayed in the neighbourhood, they never helped her with the 
up-bringing of her children, instead they would come over to the shop and 
pick the snacks and walk off without asking her. This sort of behaviour 
from relatives was a source of grief for Meera who felt very lonely and 
depressed despite having family around her. Meera expressed that SOS 
interventions gave her some respite from the oppressive family relations of 
her dead husband‘s kin. Not only did the cash help her meet her children‘s 
needs it also gave her the option of not having to run the shop every day. 
Meera said that long hours of cooking in front of the fire for her snack 
shop (Figure 6.12) made her anaemic and dizzy and she had to be 
hospitalised every now and then. The help from SOS although limited, 
helped her to meet her family‘s basic needs and the visits of their kind 
fieldworker lifted her low spirits and made her happy (interview with 
Meera, 35, 27
th
 March, 2008).  
 
Figure 6.12: Meera in her snack shop where she sits in extremely hot 
conditions to fry snacks for five hours per day.     
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Widows in Akkraipettai generally live a very solitary and 
oppressed life since most of their husbands‘ kin ostracise them. Most of 
the widowed women interviewed were raising their children single-
handedly and said that NGO support and the state‘s widow pensions meant 
a lot to them. Since they lived on meagre earnings from their small 
businesses they were low in the class hierarchy and socially on the 
margins, due to the stigma attached to widowhood; both household and 
community relations were oppressive for them. The literature on women‘s 
status and widowhood in India points out that ownership of property is an 
important factor in lessening abuse and violence against them (see for 
example, Chen, 1998; Agarwal, 2003; Panda, 2005).  Reddy (2004:93) 
highlights the need to deconstruct the category of ―widows‖ in India which 
he contends has been treated homogenously by policy-makers. He 
illustrates that it is difficult to describe the life of widows in India since 
their experiences vary according to the ―state, caste, economic and social 
level, education and whether the family is rural or urban‖. Chen and Dreze 
(2002) argue that widows in North India lead an extremely marginalised 
and restricted life and choose not to remarry since they are denied 
inheritance, stigmatised if the remarry and generally considered 
inauspicious.  
This is true for the widows in Akkraipettai too who carefully 
evaded re-marriage since they understood that it would lead to entrapment 
into another set of patriarchal relationships and had prioritised their 
children‘s education and careers as their goals (interviews with seven 
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widows in Akkraipettai from February-August, 2008). The widows 
supported by SOS largely appreciated the NGO‘s efforts in rehabilitating 
them by providing support for a livelihood of their choice. In Akkraipettai, 
small individual businesses, such as small shops, snack making and saree 
business were more common among the widows.  
In this section I have detailed the recovery approaches and 
programmes of the state and the NGOs. Access to credit, employment and 
education were important recovery issues brought up by men and women 
in the community. In addition, a decline in fish catches and increasing 
diesel costs were threatening traditional fishing livelihoods in the area. 
Through the discussion of state-sponsored interventions it becomes 
apparent that the state has been complicit in favouring the elite and 
strengthening their positions in the fishing community in Akkraipettai. The 
subaltern groups remain at the mercy of the elite (e.g.to provide their 
names in the beneficiary lists for various programmes). This resonates with 
Williams et al.‘s (2003) findings that social networks are very important 
for the poor to be able to gain access to the benefits under state-sponsored 
schemes in rural Bihar. 
In the post-Tsunami period, thus, positions of elitism in the 
community have both been strengthened by state‘s dependence upon them 
and questioned by the subalterns, as seen in the case study of boat 
distribution and allocation of housing. In the post-disaster period, the 
village thus became a high-ground for oppression through manipulation by 




The empirical analysis in this chapter has confirmed both the 
increased ―tyranny of participation‖ (Cooke and Kothari, 2001) and the 
sharpened weapons of the weak (Scott, 1985) in the post-Tsunami situation. 
The case study reveals that the state interventions facilitated elite-capture at 
the community level and different types of resistance to it. There were also 
simultaneous processes of empowerment and disempowerment at work in 
the village. Cooke and Kothari (2001:14) argued that the proponents of 
participation have been naive about the complexities of power and power 
relations in the field. In the case of the 2004 Tsunami too, the NGOs 
consulted the community elite in the name of participation thus 
strengthened traditional power structures and paved the way for enhanced 
subaltern resistance. Despite being aware of the power dynamics in these 
communities the state and NGOs chose to maintain the status quo by 
relying upon the community elite (Srinivasan and Nagaraj, 2006).   
As highlighted in Chapter 5, there are different kinds of NGOs 
which have varied impacts on social relations within communities. In this 
chapter it was shown that on the one hand NGOs like SNEHA and SOS had 
gone down to the level of the household to identify the most vulnerable 
among the subalterns and on the other there were organisations, such as 
World Vision and AVVAI, which despite having the empowerment of 
marginalised groups in their mission statements, relied upon the community 
elite to implement their programmes. The empirical evidence has 
illuminated that those NGOs that did not conform to the state‘s agenda or 
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guidelines and were implementing self-formulated programmes, such as 
SNEHA‘s protest against destructive development and SOS‘s family 
strengthening program, were more effective in addressing community and 
family, more specifically women‘s vulnerabilities. This has important 
bearings on elite/subaltern, civil society/ political society relationships in 
India, since NGOs that work independently of state and political control 
prove more effective in empowering the subalterns (Sahoo, 2009). 
Due to oppressive and conditional rehabilitation offered by the state-
civil society and community elite collaboration, the subaltern groups in the 
village resorted to open resistance to negotiate rehabilitation for them. In 
that sense the post-Tsunami interventions proved to be a flash point where 
subtle resistance turned into an open one (departure from Scott‘s (1985) 
weapons of the weak, see also Adnan, 2007). In their everyday lives 
subaltern women (particularly) criticised the manipulative moves of the 
community elite, these criticisms too turned into aggressive confrontations 
with the elite (like Janaki‘s retort to the panchayat leader). The lack of 
subaltern participation (Guijt and Shah, 1998; Cooke and Kothari, 2001) in 
state and NGO led housing and livelihood programmes, thus, carved a 
space for varied negotiation practices which included a variety of resistance 
techniques such as criticising the elite, openly challenging them and 
violence against them.    
The importance of NGOs in facilitating these resistance(s) cannot be 
understated. The case of Janaki is a clear evidence of NGO supported 
resistance in the community (as she explained it was confidence provided 
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by Tata Relief Committee that helped her challenge the authority of the 
panchayat ). The empirical evidence on women‘s empowerment in 
Akkraipettai is in consonance with the recent work on NGOs as facilitators 
of embodied empowerment in Bangladesh (by Haque, 2002) and the 
important role of NGO activism in challenging patriarchal oppression and 
violence in India (Nagar, 2000). Indeed NGOs in Akkraipettai had positive 
impacts on women‘s empowerment in the village, be it access to credit and 
employment, addressing the larger sustainability and livelihood issues of 
the community, the NGOs facilitated the women‘s voices to be heard in the 
community and the state.     
Yet, not all women in the village equally accessed the NGOs; some 
remained isolated due to patriarchal control or lack of confidence (see 
Chapter 7 for details). Subaltern men too often did not access these alternate 
mechanisms (such as being members of NGO programmes) as it was 
considered to be ―women‘s domain‖, and thus continued to be oppressed by 
the traditionally elite men. The case study of Akkraipettai proves that unlike 
the common categorisation of ‗women as vulnerable‘ (in early gender and 
disaster literature) (Khondker, 1996; Fordham, 1998; Skelton, 1999; 
Enarson, 1998, 2000; Cannon, 2004; Ariyabandu and Wickramsinghe, 
2005; Neumayer and Plumper, 2007), elite women were advantaged vis-à-
vis subaltern women in their access to the RRR processes and were 
complicit (along with their husbands) in the elite-capture of external 
interventions following the Tsunami. In other words, women also oppress 
other women (cf hooks, 1986; Adleman and Enguidanos, 1995) and these 
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nuances should be included in a gendered analysis of vulnerability in 
disaster situations, that is, social identities have to be complicated instead of 
simply portraying one group in society as vulnerable. There are not many 
examples in the literature of how women participate in elite-capture of 
development interventions and are complicit in the oppression of subaltern 
men and women.   
This is an important finding to support the expansion of subaltern 
theory to include different layers of subalterns in their analysis of 
subalterneity. Like elitism, subalternism too is a complex subject position 
that is likely to change in different situations (Ludden, 2003). Subaltern 
school of thinking has been influenced by other schools of thought such as 
feminism (the work of Spivak, 1988 and Visweswaran, 1996). In disaster 
studies the subaltern can be demarcated with more recent understandings of 
marginality in the wake of neo-liberalism (such as the work of Bahl, 1997; 
Klein, 2007; Gunawardena and Schuller, 2008; Katz, 2008).  
The chapter has hence highlighted the need to revisit traditional 
categories in the aftermath of a disaster. Valentine (2007) argues that 
identities are multiple and fluid, that is, the same individual can slip 
between different identity categories at different periods of his/her life. This 
assertion is indeed very valuable in understanding the intersectionality of 
gender and class in the creation of vulnerabilities before, during and after 
disasters. For example, the state and NGO interventions based on traditional 
categories such as ‗widows‘ ignored women who were de facto heads of 
households i.e. living in similar conditions as the widows (with seriously 
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injured husbands). Most of these de facto women heads of households were 
performing the double-day working both at home and outside. While 
Tsunami-widows got cash-compensations for their dead husbands,   de 
facto women heads of households were not compensated and continued to 
live a bare minimum existence by doing manual labour work on 
construction sites within and outside the village, getting further 
marginalised in their village and family social orders. Cases of seriously 
injured people were not considered as a category for monetary 
compensation in the rehabilitation programme of the state that was 
primarily based on an asset-replacement approach. A more nuanced 
approach to rehabilitate communities through recognition of fluid pre to 
post-disaster identities was thus required by the state and civil society.  
 Having examined the community-level dynamics before and after 
the 2004 Tsunami, I now go on to talk about household level impacts on 











GENDER RELATIONS AND HOUSEHOLDS AFTER THE 
2004 TSUNAMI 
 
7.1 INTRODUCTION  
Sex and gender are never automatically the primary social facts on 
the ground nor are these ever in play in isolation from other facts of 
life. But gender is also never irrelevant and must be examined and 
reflected in practice, for men and boys as much as women and girls 
(Enarson, 2009: xvi).   
In the last chapter, I dealt with the community-level social tensions 
that the post-Tsunami interventions caused between the elite and subaltern 
members of the fishing community in Akkraipettai. In this chapter, I 
examine my third research question that addresses the impact of Tsunami 
RRR on gender roles and relations among different families in the village. I 
argue that due to the impacts of the Tsunami, including deaths and injuries 
it caused, social identities were affected and altered. For example, the 
Tsunami created more single parents, more injured bread-winners and more 
gaps in the families due to death of one or more members, leading to 
increased stress and trauma among the community. Due to this stress, many 
unwanted results such as an increase in alcoholism among men, desertion 
by men and depression appeared to affect household gender roles and 
relations in Akkraipettai. 
I document some of these changes that affected gender relations and 
the wellbeing of men, women and children due to the out of ordinary 
familial situations created by the 2004 Tsunami. I also examine the state‘s 
welfarist/neo-liberalist moves after the disaster which increased or 
264 
 
decreased ordinary people‘s sense of wellbeing after the disaster. The 
literature on gender and disaster iterates strained household relationships 
after disasters due to several factors such as individuation, damaged or 
destroyed homes, cramped living conditions of relief camps, increased 
workloads for women, increased instances of domestic violence and 
increased post-disaster trauma (Vaughan, 1987; Fordham, 1998; Kynch, 
1996; Hoffman, 1999; Alston, 2009; De Mel, 2009; Samarsinghe, 2009). 
All these factors held true in post-Tsunami Akkraipettai too, since families 
underwent extreme trauma after the disaster. While some people lost family 
members, others were severely injured and yet others were depressed with 
thoughts of lost children and the possibility of another Tsunami affecting 
the area. This impacted household relationships since there were increased 
instances of depression and despair due to which men and women lost some 
of their confidence.  
Many of the men and women I interviewed said that they could not 
sleep for several nights after the Tsunami, especially for the first three 
months for fear of another Tsunami. While they would spend the day in the 
village going about their daily chores, they would move to the railway 
station or temple complexes in Nagapattinam town to spend the night for 
the first few months after the Tsunami. Some women even expressed that 
after 26
th
 December 2004 their hearts beat very fast even at the slightest 
noise and they suffered from palpitations and anxiety for almost a year 
after. Generally, many men and women felt that health problems and 
diseases had increased after the Tsunami, due to which they were unable to 
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pursue their normal lives and livelihoods. As a general trend, in the 
interviews that I conducted, it came across that although men and women 
had both suffered tremendous losses in the 2004 Tsunami, women picked 
up the threads of their lives sooner than men and displayed greater 
resilience in the aftermath of the disaster. 
Through the empirical analysis I display how spheres of production 
and reproduction were rearranged in Akkraipettai, after the Tsunami. The 
analysis also shows how women in the village became pillars of support for 
their families through taking on productive activities, and increased care-
giving roles. My fieldwork confirmed that as in other disaster situations 
women affected by the Tsunami in Akkraipettai also took up paid work 
outside home to cope with the new family situations after the disaster; those 
who could not do this sold their jewellery to meet the household 
requirements or asked their male children to discontinue higher education 
and earn for the rest of the family. Working as masons was the most 
common type of employment that women from Akkraipettai took up in the 
post-Tsunami period. This increased their workloads tremendously as these 
women performed the ‗double day‘ doing both the domestic chores and 
paid work outside the house. Kynch (1998:117) argues that some gender 
norms are relaxed during times of crisis; for example prostitution which is 
not tolerated in some cultures becomes ―shocking but tolerable‖ after a 
disaster and women are lured into such unsafe activities to support their 
families. Though no instances of trafficking or prostitution came up in my 
discussions with women in Akkraipettai, women in general said that their 
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workloads had increased after the Tsunami either due to increased care-
giving to fill in the gaps for the dead women in the family, or due to dead, 
injured or depressed spouses. Here, I present case studies to show how 
intra-household relations and spheres of production and social reproduction 
were affected in fishing households of Akkraipettai in the event of the 2004 
Tsunami due to the changed identities of some members of the family.       
The 2004 Tsunami served to expose the pre-existing vulnerabilities 
of the fishing communities in the affected countries to the world. In Tamil 
Nadu, these communities have fared low on development indicators in the 
past (Bavnick, 2003; Kurien, 2005) as the state has largely left them at the 
margins of the society without taking proactive steps to reduce their socio-
economic and environmental vulnerabilities caused due to the vagaries and 
risky nature of their occupation that leaves them prone to injuries at sea and 
pre-mature aging due to the hard labour that they perform. Coupled with 
this were problems of environmental degradation and over-exploitation of 
coastal resources made these communities vulnerable by threatening their 
livelihoods. The 2004 Tsunami however served as a turning point for the 
plight of these communities since the massive media coverage, world 
attention and flow of Tsunami aid forced the state and civil society to invest 
into the recovery and development of these communities (Kurien, 2005; 
Director, SNEHA, Nagapattinam, interviewed in July, 2008).  
7.2 SOCIAL REPRODUCTION INDICATORS AND STATE 
SUPPORT AFTER THE TSUNAMI  
To draw comparisons between the impacts of the 2004 Tsunami on 
coastal fishing communities in Tamil Nadu with another disaster, I shall use 
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Katz‘s (2009) analysis of post-Katrina reconstruction and its impacts on 
social reproduction in New Orleans. Katz (2008) highlighted five aspects of 
social reproduction that were affected in the post-Katrina period, viz. 
health, education, housing, environment and infrastructure. Like Klein 
(2007), Katz criticises the neo-liberalist moves of the state, e.g. closing 
down of charity hospitals that served the poor, and the increased 
privatisation in the health sector that led to a sharp increase in medical 
expenses in New Orleans. Similarly, for education, Katz (2008) shows that 
disinvestment in this critical aspect of social reproduction through the 
closure of public schools affected poor people‘s access to educational 
infrastructure in the city.     
In the case of the Tsunami in Tamil Nadu however, social sectors 
like health and education were not as severely affected by the neo-liberal 
moves of the state as in Hurricane Katrina; these essential services were not 
as brutally privatised as in Katrina-affected New Orleans. The Indian 
Congress-led government at the centre
93
 (since 2004) has re-iterated its 
commitment to social justice and empowerment of the poor on several 
occasions and towards this end the Prime Minister, Manmohan Singh 
announced support of Rs. 300 (roughly USD 6.6) per child per month to 
―defray school-going expenses‖94 and enable each child to study up to Class 
                                                            
93 The Centre here implies – New Delhi the seat of the Government of India.  
94 http://pmindia.nic.in/Tsunami_24.12.05.pdf (document on Tsunami rehabilitation released 





. A research paper
95
 published by the Indian Statistical Institute, Delhi 
highlights that: 
In the 1995-96, the average expenditure per student pursuing 
primary education in rural India in a government school was Rs. 
219, for students going to local body schools, private aided schools 
and private unaided schools were respectively Rs 223, Rs 622 and 
Rs. 911 respectively (National Sample Survey Organization 1998).  
 
Going by the above statistic, Rs. 300 appears to be a sufficient 
amount for supporting a rural child‘s monthly education in the post-disaster 
period. Additionally, some of the NGOs, such as SOS discussed in the 
previous chapter were helping orphans and semi-orphans
96
 to meet their 
school going expenses. Similarly, the GoTN sponsored Tsunami-affected 
students for continuing their education through scholarship programmes.  
In the health sector too, the central and the state governments jointly 
purchased health insurance for Tsunami-affected families for three years 
(from March 2007 to March, 2010). The state appointed a third party 
(Medisave) to select beneficiaries and distribute insurance cards to cover all 
kinds of ailments under the ‗Tsunami Jana Beema Yojana‟.97 In 
Akkraipettai, this programme did not ensure the full coverage of affected 
people and families or the multiple health problems that had arisen as a 
result of the 2004 Tsunami as some families had not received the health 
                                                            
95 ―Does Cost of Primary Education Matter: Evidence from Rural India‖ downloaded from 
the website of Indian Statistical Institute  http://www.isid.ac.in/~planning/EDNSSRN.pdf  
96 Semi orphans was a term being used by NGOs in Nagapattinam to refer to children who 
had lost one parent due to the Tsunami.  
97 For details of the Tsunami insurance scheme look at United India Insurance website 
(accessed on 21st January, 2010) http://www.uiic.co.in/Tsunami.jsp.  
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insurance cards and others did not have all the members‘ names on them 
(detailed in the case studies below). Another problem that the affected 
people faced was that the health-care facilities in the district government 
hospital were inadequate and people had to travel to the neighbouring 
districts of Thiruvarur and Thanjavur to get detailed scans, correct diagnosis 
and medication. My injured respondents said that they had gone to either of 





) reported protest against the declining state-sponsored health-
care in the district   
Deaths and health problems caused by the Tsunami impacted 
household gender relations, as the death or the presence of one sick person 
in the house created gaps in their roles that had to be filled by other 
members of the house. These changes are explained through detailed case 
studies of households (in section 7.3) where men and women suffered 
differently in the aftermath of the Tsunami. Housing, infrastructure and 
environment are important aspects of social reproduction (Katz, 2008) and 
the fishing communities in Tamil Nadu faced plenty of issues related to 
poor infrastructure and the littered environment in the village. Sub-standard 
housing by some NGOs such as Mata Amritanandmayee Math and BSNL 
added to the dismay of the inhabitants of these houses as they felt equally 
vulnerable to another disaster as before. In terms of infrastructure too, 
women had a hard time procuring basic amenities like drinking water for 
their families from the public taps. Conflicts in the water queues were a 
                                                            
98 ―Demonstration to highlight poor condition of government hospital‖ in The Hindu dated 
26th July, 2010 http://www.hindu.com/2010/07/26/stories/2010072655610300.htm  
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common sight in both Akkraipettai and Tata Nagar as women reported that 
water would come once in 2-3 days and everybody would strive to fill their 
pots first.  
Similarly, the lack of a sanitary system for coastal Tamil Nadu in 
general and the inadequacy of toilets built in the post-Tsunami houses (with 
no septic tanks, etc) in particular led men and women to defecate in the 
open, i.e. men on the beaches and women among the bushes or trees. Most 
of the women that were interviewed were not using the toilets built for them 
by the NGOs since either the septic tanks were missing or they felt it was 
inappropriate to defecate within the house compound. Selvi (aged 35) for 
example had a house built by Tata Relief Committee which had a usable 
septic tank, but since she had converted her bathroom into a prayer room 
she said that it would be ―inappropriate to defecate so close to where she 
prayed‖ and hence she would go to the bushes that many other women used 
for the purpose (interview with Selvi, 35, February, 2008).    
A fishworker‘s wife who was still living in a temporary shelter near 
the beach with no sanitary system hesitatingly explained that she would 
finish the task in the early morning hours since during day time it became 
very difficult for her to relieve herself as the bushes she used for urination 
had been cleared off after the Tsunami and she had to walk a long distance 
to perform the task. She also said that due to the long walk to the place of 
urination and defecation, she would sometimes suppress her urge for 
relieving herself and wait for it to get dark to go and urinate (interview with 
Radha, aged 28, 7
th
 February, 2008).   
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Poor sanitation systems could be identified as one of the major 
problems affecting social reproduction among coastal fishing communities 
in Tamil Nadu.  The OSD (RR) expressed that an adequate sanitation 
system was still one of the biggest challenges that the state was facing for 
coastal areas in Tamil Nadu. He explained: 
Sanitation is a major sector of concern for us. Every habitation must 
have a sewage system; in coastal areas septic tanks and leach pits do 
not work. None of the so called ‗international experts‘ could give us 
a system for sanitation, a system that can take care of itself. Tata has 
done a plant themselves but it is a power intensive system. 
Hopefully we will be able to resolve this issue, we have tried ecosan 
(the separation of solid and liquid wastes) but convincing people is a 
problem. It is a question of education; again someone has to give 
awareness to the communities to deal with these issues (interview 
with OSD (RR), 22
nd
 June, 2008). 
The OSD expressed cynicism at the failure of the international 
experts in providing solutions for building sanitation systems in coastal 
Tamil Nadu. He also stated that the state was still ‗working on sanitation 
solutions‘ for the coast where conventional systems of sanitation are not 
well-suited and alternatives are hard to find. Pointing an accusing finger at 
the unhygienic habits of the fishing communities, he accused them of being 
incapable of sanitation. Like a typical spokesperson of the government, he 
lauded the state‘s rehabilitation efforts by saying that the state was running 
―one of the most transparent programmes as all the data was available 
online‖ and shrugged off most of the responsibility of failure of sanitation 
and hygiene on the coast to two groups of people  (the ‗sanitation experts‘ 
and the ‗communities‘) without detailing why the state had not provided 
septic tanks and drainage facilities in the post-Tsunami neighbourhoods 
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constructed by NGOs as was stipulated in the memorandum of 
understanding signed under the public-private partnership for permanent 
housing. The statements of the OSD displayed his derogatory views of the 
coastal fishing communities and the cynicism of the upper caste and class 
elite towards lower ‗polluting‘ caste populations.    
While it is true that fishing communities in Nagapattinam have 
traditionally defecated in the open, it is also true that the state-NGO 
partnership in the post-Tsunami housing had failed to deliver an adequate, 
workable sanitary system, which added to the hygiene problems faced by 
the community. As already noted since most of the new housing was built 
on low lying land and the state had not done land filling, this caused many 
problems related to flooding, sanitation and hygiene. However, this was not 
discussed by the OSD (RR) in his interview as he maintained that except for 
a few sites, post-Tsunami housing along the coast of Tamil Nadu was 
generally well done. The above account again strengthens Kothari‘s (1995) 
assertion of the continuously widening gap between the two Indians as the 
OSD (RR)‘s statements insinuated that the fishing communities were 
majorly themselves to blame for the unhygienic environment in their 
villages.  
During fieldwork I noticed that the concerns regarding fishing 
communities‘ hygiene were true to some extent as people were still 
defecating in the open despite toilets being provided in the new houses. I 
witnessed open defecation by men and children on the beaches and the 
streets respectively at several occasions (Figure 7.1). Figure 7.2 shows 
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garbage in Tata Nagar (most residents disposed their waste in the open 
areas in the neighbourhood).  
 
Figure 7.1: A child defecating on the street in Tata Nagar  
 
 




The sanitation scenario at all the three sites (Akkraipettai, Tata 
Nagar and Papakoil) was dismal and contributed to increased vulnerability 
among the community by creating more diseased environments. Especially 
in Tata Nagar where compact, double storey housing had been built for the 
community, the site had begun to resemble a slum within a few months of 
relocation. As explained by the OSD, Tata Relief Committee had provided 
a proper sanitation system at the Tata Nagar with workable toilets; although 
it was a high cost project, yet as is evident from Figure 7.1 children had still 
not been socialised not to defecate on the streets reflecting that the fishing 
communities were indeed not hygiene conscious and that the dominant 
discourse about them among the ruling elites was not unfounded.  
The ‗two Indians‘ thus blamed each other for the plight of hygiene, 
as the elite believed that the communities‘ ―need to be educated‖ and take 
initiatives to maintain their houses and neighbourhoods (interview with 
OSD (RR), 22
nd
 June, 2008 and email correspondence with Dr. J 
Radhakrishnan, former District Collector, Nagapattinam, 19
th
 October, 
2009), while the latter thought of it as the former‘s duty to take care of 
garbage and sanitation. The 2004 Tsunami in fact invoked blame games of 
the sort on various issues both between and among the ruling elites and the 
affected subalterns as was reported in several newspaper articles following 
the disaster.   
Multiple sites of conflict between the different levels of elite and 
subalterns were reported by the media after the 2004 Tsunami. For 





 over disbursement of funds, an 
American daily, the Washington Post reported how dalits were being 
denied access to relief materials
100
 by the fishing communities in the 
affected villages. The layers of elite and subaltern actors in the Tsunami 
context were negotiating deals for themselves through processes of open 
conflicts, criticisms against each other with the state calling for more 
community participation and responsibility in maintaining the infrastructure 
that was given out and the affected groups expressing dissatisfaction with 
the new houses and lack of supporting infrastructure.   
7.3 DISRUPTED HOUSEHOLDS AND THE CREATION OF 
VULNERABILITY AFTER THE 2004 TSUNAMI 
In this section, I deal with the changes that occurred in familial 
relations due to the after-effects of the Tsunami. Elements of social 
reproduction as identified by Katz (2008) were thus impacted due to new 
situations created by the Tsunami. For detailed analysis of gendered 
impacts of the disaster on households I have chosen case studies that are 
representative of the broader issues faced by families in the village in the 
wake of altered identities and changed familial situations due to the 
Tsunami.  
Gender relations in the household were also affected by increased 
NGO interventions in the village after the 2004 Tsunami. Many NGOs 
                                                            
99 See The Hindu dated 8th February 2005 article ‗Was Manmohan's letter deliberately 
delayed, asks Jayalalithaa‘ 
http://www.hindu.com/2005/02/08/stories/2005020808600100.htm   
100 See Washington Post dated 18th January, 2005 ‗Tsunami Opens Fault lines in Old Caste 
System‘  http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A16472-2005Jan17.html  
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sought to mainstream traditionally marginalised groups such as widows, 
thus creating spaces of empowerment for them and providing them succour 
from oppressive relations of the family (these are discussed at length in 
section 7.4).  
7.3.1 Anandi’s Household: Injury, Altered Identity and Social 
Reproduction   
The first case study represents a household where the male 
breadwinner suffered spinal injuries during the disaster and his identity was 
transformed from a provider to a dependent suffering from acute 
depression. The household had three generations living together with 
grandmother Anandi (60), her son Raju (37, the injured bread winner), 
Rekha (35, Raju‘s wife) and their children Soorya (17), Sunita and Punita 
(twin daughters, 14) and Vikas (12). As highlighted in the previous chapter 
Anandi‘s other three sons had done ‗well‘ for themselves but did not 
support either their mother or injured brother‘s family financially or 
emotionally. Anandi‘s family structure is representative of many other 
families in the village where an older couple typically has 3-4 married sons, 
most of whom are ‗not on talking terms‘ with their parents and other 
siblings
101
 (interviews conducted with several women in Akkraipettai). 
Jenson (2005:358) explains that about 55 percent of women aged 60 and 
above in India are widows primarily due to the age gap between the 
                                                            
101 The causes of this disconnect between the married sons with their parents and siblings 
were not discussed in great detail by any of the members interviewed. But what came out 
clearly, was that this was the general trend in the village where the married sons would set up 
separate households with their wives. Even in cases where they stayed on with the parents 
(the older couple), it was observed that often the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law were not 
on talking terms with each other and that old, widowed women suffered from a lack of care 
in the village.   
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husband and wife which contributes to their economic vulnerability, 
especially in rural areas where employment opportunities involve hard 
physical labour. Citing Chen (2000), Jenson argues that cultural norms and 
restrictions on the diet and movement of widows make them even more 
vulnerable to exploitation by family members.  
 In Akkraipettai, even where the older and the younger couples stay 
in the same house, there were many instances where they do not cook 
together and take turns to use the kitchen. From the interviews conducted in 
the village, one finding that came out clearly was that older and younger 
women‘s relationships in the fishing families were quite strained, which 
also affected their recovery from the impacts of the 2004 Tsunami.  
Just as community cohesiveness enables quicker recovery from the 
impacts of a disaster (Bavnick, 2008); kin support enables faster recovery 
of households after a disaster (Skelton, 1999; Bradshaw and Linnekar, 
2009; Peek and Fothergill, 2009). In the case of Akkraipettai however, not 
only was the community fractured, households were also divided, with 
strained relationships between parents, children and their siblings. From my 
discussions with women, it appeared that most of these fractures emanated 
from the struggle for power and control over decision-making between 
mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law in the household. Although patriarchy 
is a general norm in Tamil society (Wolf, 1991), in Akkraipettai I observed 
that while this norm was applicable in the fishing households, there is also a 
power struggle among the women within a family. A further probe into 
these relationships revealed that elder women with spouses enjoyed more 
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power and status in their families as compared to widowed elderly women, 
since in the latter case married daughters-in-law assumed centrality in 
managing the household. Hence, marital status is important in determining 
women‘s familial and communal status among coastal fishing communities. 
Although, sons and daughters-in-law normally show respect towards their 
widowed mothers, the fact remained that these elderly women were 
dependent on their sons for their physical and emotional care. A traditional 
panchayat leader also explained that sons who did not care for their 
widowed mothers were held liable, and could be punished, if the mother 
complained about them (interview with Veerappan, 50, traditional 
panchayat member, 12
th
 February, 2008).   
Strained relationships among family members led to a slower 
recovery of ‗vulnerable‘ households – such as women-headed ones, or the 
ones with injured or sick people or too many dependants. These stresses 
worsened after the 2004 Tsunami, as greed, selfishness and individuation 
became key characteristics of members of the community in the wake of ex 
gratia and relief compensations and relatives did not come forward to help 
their disadvantaged kin. Anandi had some bitter experiences to share, from 
the members of her family who had behaved selfishly after the Tsunami, as 
her dead daughter‘s husband had received Rs. 200,000102 ex gratia money 
for the wife‘s death and used this to remarry another younger girl. Anandi 
said that she felt cheated by this act of her son-in-law and was highly 
                                                            
102 200,000 INR is equal to 4292 USD. This amount of money was given to the family of 
each person who had died in the disaster. Of this, Rs. 100,000 was given each by, the 
Government of India and the Government of Tamil Nadu.   
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insecure about her grandchildren‘s future with the stepmother. Not only did 
Anandi feel duped by her son-in-law‘s behaviour after the death of her 
daughter, she was also very disappointed by her three younger sons‘ 
behaviours towards her eldest son Raju (37) who was injured due to the 
Tsunami and could not be productively employed or provide for his family. 
Raju had worked as a fishworker and as a construction worker (in Oman) 
prior to the Tsunami and provided for his household ―satisfactorily‖ 
previously, but due to his injuries he could not pursue this any longer. 
During December, 2004 he had been visiting his family in Akkraipettai and 
had suffered injuries due to the Tsunami. This led to a series of disturbances 
in household relations and social reproduction in Raju‘s family, key among 
them being – depression among different members of the family.  
I visited Raju‘s family on several occasions and found him mostly 
sleeping in the house, irrespective of the time of the day. He suffered from 
typical symptoms of depression wherein he said that he felt pains and 
fatigue and wanted to rest all day. His wife Rekha took up work under the 
NREGS as a mason, and was mostly away at work during visits to the 
house. Anandi, who was the caregiver for the family in the absence of 
Rekha, said that due to extreme hardships, her grandchildren (Raju‘s 
children) were unable to focus on their studies. Raju and his family suffered 
from both patriarchal and class oppression at the hands of their ‗richer‘ kin, 
his brothers and their families. The transformed identity of Raju from a 
breadwinner to a dependent after the Tsunami was the prime reason for this 
abuse as his family had slipped down in the class status from ‗not poor‘ to 
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‗below poverty line‘ status. The fact that Rekha had taken up waged work 
under the NREGS which was considered derogatory by relatively wealthier 
men in the fishing community aroused contempt from Raju‘s brothers.  
While Rekha‘s identity had been transformed from a ‗housewife‘ to 
a ‗bread-winner‘, she did not view this as empowerment for herself. She 
said that she was neither able to spend time with her children as she spent 
most of her time performing the ‗double day‘ at work and at home, nor did 
the productive employment ensure increased status for her in the family. In 
a recent study on the implementation of NREGS in three Indian states, 
Sudarshan et al., (2010) highlight the need to develop a wider range of 
activities that acknowledge life cycle issues and bodily ability of 
participating people. Indeed for Rekha the NREGS work was exhausting 
and could cause serious health issues for her in the future. Further, she was 
already subject to increased kin-abuse due to taking up this work which 
reflects that taking employment outside home is not always empowering 
(Stehlik, et al. 1999; Alston, 2009).  
During the visits to their home, I found that Rekha would remain 
standing in the presence of her mother-in-law and husband which she 
expressed is a mark of respect for the elders in Tamil households. Rekha‘s 
eldest daughter Soorya (17) suffered from chest pains related to 
gastroenteritis when she saw her ailing father lying at home and her mother 
toiling away at work to support her family. On a visit to her house, Anandi 
stated that her family was considering discontinuing Soorya‘s studies 
(Bachelors in Business Administration programme) as they could not afford 
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to pay the tuition fees for the next semester. This decision was a cause of 
misery for Soorya who expressed that she wanted to finish her degree 
course; additionally she wished that family relationships would not be so 
―oppressive‖ for her and her mother and her paternal uncles would stop 
abusing her family (multiple discussions with Anandi, Raju and Soorya, 
February- August, 2008).  
Soorya‘s younger siblings‘ education was not disturbed since they 
were going to the government school in Akkraipettai where no tuition fee is 
charged, but professional courses in higher education institutions were not 
subsidised by the state like primary and secondary education; hence Soorya 
had to bear the maximum brunt of her family‘s impoverished conditions 
after the 2004 Tsunami. Her uncles and other relatives also did not offer to 
support her education and hence she lived in constant fear of losing out on 
her higher education. In his interview the OSD (RR) claimed that:   
The surest indicator that a family has come out of poverty is a girl‘s 
education. If the girl child in the family is getting educated, that 
means that the family is generally above poverty. We recognise this 
and hence sanctioned a huge amount of money for scholarships for 
Tsunami-affected students so that they could continue their 
education. Up to now 92,000 Tsunami-affected children have got 
scholarships from the state to pursue their education and we are not 
saying that the work is completed yet, it is ongoing 
 (interview with OSD (RR), 22
nd
 June, 2008).  
The OSD‘s claims could be true for primary and secondary 
education, for which monthly stipends were being provided by the central 
and state governments but many people who were interviewed in 
Akkraipettai were not aware of any such provisions for higher education 
either by the state or NGOs. This again displays the disconnect between 
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ordinary people in the village and the state. Despite the high presence of 
NGOs in village many members were not aware of the presence of a ‗Child 
Secretariat‘103, a collective of NGOs in Nagapattinam that offers 
scholarships to children to continue their studies. Soorya‘s lack of 
awareness that she could get funding for continuing her education was 
something that many other women in Akkraipettai expressed, a village that 
was so close to the district‘s administrative headquarters. Soorya was later 
informed by me that she could approach the Child Secretariat in 
Nagapattinam a collective of NGOs working for children to get a 
scholarship to continue her degree course. Her scholarship was approved in 
April 2008 and she was able to continue her higher education (BBA course) 
with it. 
 The fact that people in a village that was so close and well 
connected to the Nagapattinam town yet were not aware about funding 
opportunities for their children‘s education and sought help from visitors, 
researchers and NGOs to guide them, also reflected that more remote 
villages would have even less awareness and access to scholarship schemes 
and opportunities by the state and the civil society. This reveals that the 
state and NGOs were not taking measures to disseminate information about 
welfare adequately in the post-Tsunami period. In their reports, the state 
and NGOs showed figures on the numbers of scholarships that were given 
out, but in the field people were clueless about these measures. For 
                                                            
103 The Child secretariat was set up under the NGO Coordination work in the district (as a 
wing of the NCRC) where NGOs working for children‘s welfare came together to fund 
related activities.  
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example, after Soorya‘s scholarship was approved by the Child Secretariat, 
many other households in the neighbourhood became aware that 
scholarships for higher education were available through state-sponsored 
and NGO initiated schemes.       
A similar gap was found in the state-funded health insurance 
scheme (the Jana Beema programme). For instance, Anandi was diabetic 
and old and hence required regular treatment and medication which she was 
getting free of cost with the Medisave health insurance scheme provided by 
the state to the Tsunami-affected families for three years after the disaster. 
During a discussion, Anandi displayed her card to me and revealed that the 
Medisave card though meant to be for the entire family only had her name 
as a beneficiary on it. The remaining family members had been omitted by 
the issuing authorities whether by mistake or deliberately, she was not sure. 
Health care was however required by all the members of the family 
especially Raju, who needed physiotherapy to recover from the pain and 
Soorya, who had to be hospitalised sometimes for chest pain arising from 
gastroenteritis. Raju neither was able to get his therapy for the lack of funds 
nor was Soorya‘s medical expense covered by the Tsunami health insurance 
card. Hence, although there was health insurance provided by the state, it 
had shortcomings and did not meet the aspirations of Tsunami-affected 
families in Akkraipettai. Anandi said that the cards once issued were 
difficult to get changed, as it was a time-consuming process to get a new 
card issued. If she returned her card to the elected panchayat office to get 
the names of other family members included, it would imply paying for her 
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monthly medicines and healthcare till the new card was issued. Hence she 
decided to continue on the card that was issued to her.   
Corbridge et al. (2005) argue that different groups of poor people 
construct the state differently based on their daily interactions with the 
lower level government staff that implement schemes or disburse funds. In 
addition to what these scholars argue, the poor also do analyse the macro 
level changes that occur with changing governments at the central and the 
state levels especially related to their everyday struggles for survival. For 
several women like Anandi, people at the top levels like the Chief Minister 
and their conducts mattered a lot in the way they analysed the state. For 
example for Anandi, all levels of society represented oppressive power 
relations, with their richer sons misbehaving with the family, the village 
elite manipulating and the state turning a blind eye to the concerns of the 
poor. In Anandi‘s view, the ruling elite were ―ruthless‖ as they had made 
everyday lives of the poor more difficult by making the prices of basic 
necessities such as cooking oil and food items increase sharply:  
I dislike this government so much. The current Chief Minister 
distributed colour TVs at the time of the elections and people 
became blind and voted for him and look now he is recovering all 
that cost by doubling, tripling the cost of essential items such as 
diesel, cooking oil, spices and pulses. Everything seems 
unaffordable now (Anandi, aged 60, 13
th
 February, 2008).        
The exasperation expressed by Anandi was something other 
fishworkers‘ wives and mothers in the village reiterated; it also clearly 
reflected the cleavage between the ruling elite who were selfish in their 
actions and the poor subaltern masses who were affected by their 
ruthlessness. Although the 2004 Tsunami had brought top level government 
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bureaucrats temporarily close to the subaltern fishing groups, statements 
such as the above revealed that the gap between the two Indians was very 
much visible again after the initial relief and early rehabilitation period 
ended.   
Other men and women who said they had suffered from spinal or 
orthopaedic problems also said that they were spending a major share of the 
family income on MRI scans, X-rays, etc and that health was a major 
concern after the 2004 Tsunami. Some diseases like respiratory problems 
and permanent cough and irritation in the throat were also found in some of 
the respondents like Rasamma (49, a widow) who said that she could not 
vend fish any longer as that required shouting skills and she had almost lost 
her voice due to swallowing Tsunami water and there was no compensation 
for her lost voice from any quarter. Rasamma elaborated: 
I have set up this shop to supplement the family income after the 
Tsunami. Both my married sons are fishworkers on trawlers and 
have families to support. I set up this shop to save some money for 
my daughter‘s wedding. She is 20 years now. I made her drop out 
school after Class 8
th
 to do the domestic chores, while I was away 
selling fish.  
Rasamma‘s account reveals several realities about gender roles and 
relations in the fishing communities. Firstly, despite having earning sons, 
Rasamma did not want to discontinue working since she did not wish to 
become dependent on them. Discontinuing work could imply financial 
dependence that could lead to future abuse   Secondly, Rasamma had been 
complicit in perpetuating patriarchal control by making her daughter drop-
out of school to cook and clean for the household. As mentioned by the 
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OSD (RR), a girl‘s receipt of school and higher education reflects that a 
household has progressed socio-economically.   
In both Anandi and Rasamma‘s houses, there were moves to 
compromise on the girl‘s education but the motives were different. While in 
Anandi‘s house, they could not afford to pay Soorya‘s fees any longer, in 
the latter case the girl‘s education was not considered important vis-à-vis 
her role in the domestic sphere as a caregiver. The OSD‘s claim about the 
positive correlation between a girl‘s education and improvement in 
economic status only partially applied to the fishing community in 
Akkraipettai. Some of the trawler owners had also removed their girls from 
school after the completion of class 10 (age 14) and did not send them to 
colleges for higher education.  
The above studies of Raju and Rasamma reveal that the disaster had 
altered the social identities of these two people by rendering the former a 
‗depressed dependent‘ and the latter as partially disabled, by affecting her 
ability to speak. Valentine (2008) theorises fluid and multiple identities 
through the case study of a deaf woman who experiences power and spaces 
differently as she moves through time and progresses from school to 
marriage and separation. Disasters such as the 2004 Tsunami also change 
people‘s social identities in ways that lead them to experience altered power 
relations within households and communities. These transformed identities 
cannot be compensated by any external agency but their negative impacts 
could be countered by increasing social security measures. These measures 
include health insurance with an exhaustive coverage of different types of 
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diseases that resulted from the Tsunami and providing livelihood options 
for injured people, who seem to have been missed out in the rehabilitation 
programmes that were primarily based on asset based compensation of 
boats and houses and ex gratia payments.       
Policy makers among the state and civil society in the 2004 Tsunami 
context in Tamil Nadu did not take these altered identities into 
consideration while planning interventions for the communities. For 
example, during a discussion with me, the CEO of NCRC (on 3
rd
 August 
2008) said that she was not convinced that the injuries that people were 
ascribing to the Tsunami were necessarily all related to it:  
Are you sure it was a Tsunami-related injury? The burn-out rate is 
otherwise also very high among the male members of the fishing 
communities as it requires lots of physical strength. On an average it 
becomes difficult for a male above 45 or 50 years of age to involve 
in fishing actively; it requires robust males to lift the fish out of the 
sea. The injuries again are a part of the imagined miseries that 
people are feeling after the Tsunami.  
Whether these injuries were Tsunami-related or not, the fact 
remained that there was no social security for fishermen who were injured, 
old and infirm, from the state. They did not get any pensions or old age 
benefits apart from the regular rural development programmes that were 
operating in the village. Statements such as the above reiterate Kothari‘s 
(1993) arguments about the increasing gap between the ―two Indians‖ as the 
so-called ‗development experts‘ dismiss ground realities about the second 
Indian. The ruling elite maintain their arrogance about ‗knowing the best 
course of action for policy-making‘ despite being alerted otherwise by the 
intelligentsia, media persons and researchers. In the next sub-section, I 
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highlight another major factor threatening fishermen and their families‘ 
well-being in the district relating to problems with the Sri Lankan navy 
while fishing in the sea. The sea around Nagapattinam borders the Sri 
Lankan sea limit, and fishermen that venture close or around the borders get 
shot at by the Sri Lankan naval officers. The fishing community members 
explained that the state had not actively initiated any talks with the 
neighbouring country to address this issue till the fieldwork time and even 
later as indicated by newspaper reports.    
7.3.2 Selvaraj and Selvamanik: Marginalised Communities, State’s 
Apathy and Deepening Household Vulnerabilities  
As presented in the literature (Ram, 1991; Busby, 2000; Bavnick, 
2003; Kurien, 2005) and acknowledged by the CEO (NCRC), fishermen 
face extreme hardships at the sea as the nature of their trait is risky. Apart 
from the other dangers at sea, the fishermen in Nagapattinam faced threats 
of firing from the Sri Lankan naval forces and many had died or had been 
severely injured in such attacks. The state had hardly taken any proactive 




A strike called by the Trader‘s Association in Nagapattinam on 30th 
July, 2008
105
 had a three point agenda (Figure 7.1a and 7.1b) viz, (a) 
                                                            
104 This was ascertained from the protests and strikes called by the fishing communities in 
Nagapattinam against this and other issues during my field in the district from February-
August, 2008 
105 Despite several protests regarding killings by the Sri Lankan navy the central government 
of India is not taking up the issue seriously with the Sri Lankan government. It  sends letters 
to the Sri Lankan government to stop the killings, but the same are resumed after a few days 




resuming the railway connectivity of the district with other districts which 
had been disrupted due to the 2004 Tsunami, (b) preserving the lives of 
fishermen from Sri Lankan naval attacks at sea; and (c) not cutting the 
power supply so often. All the three concerns were related to development 
of the erstwhile ―underdeveloped‖106 district in Tamil Nadu, as described in 
the official website of Nagapattinam.  
 
Figure 7.3a, b: A protest organised by Trader’s Association, 
Nagapattinam on 30
th
 July 2008  
                                                            




The marginalisation of these communities for centuries has led to 
their massive suffering in the aftermath of the Tsunami. The sea was a 
‗space of vulnerability‘ for the fishermen in Akkraipettai since episodes of 
shooting from the Sri Lankan navy, drowning and boat accidents at the sea 
were common events in the village. Mustafa (1998:289) talks about the 
spaces of vulnerability in flood affected villages of Pakistan wherein he 
suggests that the occurrence of a disaster should be traced to the: 
long-term socio-political factors contributing to vulnerability to 
identify the causal chain of events and processes at varying 
geographic scales that culminate in a disaster.  
In a similar vein, Philo (2005:441) suggests that for mapping vulnerability 
of places and people, it is necessary:  
To understand the interconnected geographies (and histories) 
through which vectors of blame might be traced, but also on 
questions arising about how to treat the wounds of the vulnerable.  
Both geographers have iterated the need to analyse the long-term causes 
that produce vulnerabilities to disaster for certain groups of people in the 
society. Indeed, the non-addressing of fishermen‘s vulnerabilities at sea is 
an example of historical and geographical neglect from the state and civil 
society.  
The historical marginalisation of the fishing communities by the 
other communities and the state are reflected in the fact that they fare 
poorly on social development indicators like literacy, 57% according to the 
2000 census for the fishing villages in Nagapattinam (Sridhar, 2005, 
Frontline Magazine). Also the fact that there is no coherent policy for 
fisheries (Bavnick, 2003) and that little interest was taken in ensuring 
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sanitation and a safe built environment for the communities before the 
Tsunami, point to their marginal status in governing populations by both the 
centre and state governments. My analysis shows that the larger state-
society relationships have a bearing on the community and household 
gender and class relationships. Hence, decision making or apathy at the 
upper end (of the state) affects the occurrences at the community level (as 
seen in Chapter 6) and the household level, as I shall show now. The 
happenings at each scale have a bearing on the other; hence there is a need 
to integrate all the three in policy-making.     
For instance, Selvaraj (45) was a fisherman in Akkraipettai in his 
youth but said that he had left fishing 18 years ago after his encounter with 
the Sri Lankan navy. He said that on one of the fishing trips, he and his 
boat-mates had been arrested and taken to a Sri Lankan jail by the navy and 
beaten every day for a month. They were later released when the Indian 
authorities intervened, but he could not muster enough courage to pursue 
active fishing after this episode. Selvaraj‘s relationship with his wife and 
children changed after the incident as he was no longer the primary bread-
winner for his family. His wife took up waged work and his son 
prematurely became a fishworker after dropping out from school to support 
the family (interview with Selvaraj, 45, 15
th
 March, 2008).  
Shooting by the Sri Lankan navy was a grave issue identified by 
most of the trawler owners and fishworkers that were interviewed. As a 
trawler owner explained: 
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If the naval guards are in a good mood they just jump onto our boats 
and take our watches and GPS equipments and let us go. But if their 
mood is bad then they shoot at us. Several fishworkers in the village 




 Firing from Sri Lankan navy had created some young widows in the 
village and the state did little to compensate them. Monetary handouts were 
given to the families of fishermen who lost their lives at the sea, without 
ensuring that these were invested for the family‘s long-term sustenance. 
The reason that attacks by the Sri Lankan navy are discussed in detail here 
is to highlight that it took a massive disaster like the Tsunami to attract the 
state and civil society attention to coastal fishing communities‘ 
vulnerabilities, while the fact is that these communities had been rendered 
unsafe long before the Tsunami due to reasons, such as the attacks.  
Selvamanik (50), a woman who had lost her husband to the 
Tsunami, said that she had six children of which four were sons and two 
were daughters. She said that she felt disoriented because ―the household 
was not the same with the head of the household dead‖ (interview with 
Selvamanik, 50, 17
th
 March, 2008). Her two elder sons were married and 
had severed ties with her and other siblings, the third son was employed as 
a fishworker on a trawler and the fourth son was mentally impaired. 
Selvamanik‘s elder daughter had lost her husband due to firing from the Sri 
Lankan navy and the younger daughter had returned back from her marital 
home due to ill-treatment by her in-laws. Selvamanik said that she ―felt like 
jumping into the sea‖ due to the unending miseries in her life. With two 
sons behaving selfishly, two daughters who had returned to their natal home 
with infants, and a mentally-impaired child, she felt her family‘s future was 
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very ―bleak‖ and was fearful of getting her only son who was supporting 
the family married as she felt that would wean him away from her and his 
less fortunate siblings.  
Like Selvamanik, many other elderly widows in the village were 
vulnerable due to high instances of desertion by their married sons. Though 
the traditional panchayat leaders said that they ensured that sons support 
their old mothers, interviews with women like Anandi and Selvamanik 
revealed a very different story. Both the women said that having grown up, 
working sons did not ensure sustenance of the elders in the family as the 
sons in the fishing community generally ―behaved very poorly with parents 
after their marriages‖ (interview with Anandi, Selvamanik and other elderly 
women in Akkraipettai, February-August 2008; see Appendix 1 for details). 
Elderly widows with adult ‗working‘ sons could approach the traditional 
panchayat to ask to be supported by their sons and hence were often 
deemed ineligible
107
 for the state‘s widow pension scheme by the traditional 
panchayat members who felt that younger widows with school-going 
children deserved them better. In such dealings, age intersected with gender 
to create exclusion for elderly women with grown-up sons.  
 The state‘s reliance on the traditional panchayat for names of 
beneficiaries eligible for widow pensions also created these inequalities in 
the community. The assumption that a grown-up son would necessarily take 
                                                            
107 I am not claiming here that none of the elderly widows in the villages received the state‘s 
widow pensions. Accounts of women like Anandi however revealed that there were some 
discrepencies with regard to preparation of beneficiary lists for various state-sponsored 
schemes in the village.  
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care of their mothers was an ill-informed one as reflected from the accounts 
of Anandi, Selvamanik and other elderly women. Such assumptions were 
tools to perpetuate the grown-up son‘s patriarchal control over elderly 
widowed women who were freed from their husband‘s control after his 
death. Though nobody in the village spoke explicitly about patriarchal 
control in the household and community, references to injustices in the 
panchayat‟s allocation and the reported biases and favouritism in its 
outlook reflected that some of the ordinary men and women in the village 
detested being governed by elite, elderly men in the panchayat.   
 In this section I have demonstrated how the state‘s apathy coupled 
with biases and capture by the community elite, made some households and 
individuals more vulnerable in the post-Tsunami situation. I have also 
highlighted issues surrounding the lives of injured people and their families, 
and altered gender relations due to shifting identities in the village. In the 
next section, I go on to discuss gender relations in the households where a 
female family member died due to the Tsunami.    
7.3.3 Sujatha, Shivani and Annapoorna: Death and disruption of the 
domestic sphere   
 In discussing the changes in gender relations that happened in two 
households in the village due to the death of a woman family member, in 
this section, I elucidate how the passing away of a female member creates a 
gap in social reproduction and care-giving which is then filled up by other 
female members in the household. Different men react to these changes in 
different way: while in one family, the male members deserted the women 
(due to lack of will to shoulder responsibilities and provide for the family), 
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in the other, the widower relied upon his younger brother‘s wife for care-
giving of his children thereby increasing her workload in the post-disaster 
period.   
The first case study is of four sisters – Sujatha (27), Shivani (23) 
and their two younger sisters who lost their mother to the 2004 Tsunami. 
Their elderly mother had worked as a fish vendor and was killed by the 
waves since she was at the harbour on the morning of the fateful Boxing 
Day, 2004 to vend fish. After the death of the mother, the family received 
Rs. 200,000 as ex-gratia compensation, most of which was used to ―marry 
off the eldest daughter‖ Sujatha (multiple discussions with Sujatha (27) and 
Shivani (23); February to August, 2008). Sujatha had three younger sisters 
and a younger brother and a drunkard father who ―became worse after their 
mother died‖. According to Sujatha and Shivani, their mother had been the 
central force binding the family together and that after her death 
―everything had scattered‖. Their father always demanded money for 
alcohol consumption and the brother wanted to keep the major part of the 
ex-gratia money for himself. They said that the girls however had 
collectively bargained the money from their father and brother for the 
wedding of their eldest sibling Sujatha (who was married in April 2005).  
 Sujatha‘s marriage, however, was not sustained for long as she had a 
conflict with her husband and within two years of the wedding she returned 
to her natal house with an infant daughter. Her second sister Shivani, had a 
love marriage in 2007, and her husband left for a job in Singapore leaving 
Shivani behind with her natal family. The two younger sisters were yet to 
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be married with the third one having dropped studies after 10
th
 standard and 
the youngest still at school (in 10
th
 standard). The girls were deserted by 
their father and brother soon after Sujatha‘s return; the former went over to 
another village to live in a relative‘s house and the latter took up fishing 
activities in another hamlet. While the act of desertion by the father was 
primarily because the girls did not give him money to buy liquor; the 
brother‘s desertion was because he did want to shoulder the responsibility 
of the sisters and so he had taken up work in another village. The case study 
of Sujatha and Shivani‘s household conforms to the iteration in the gender 
and famine literature (Sen, 1981; Ali, 1984; Vaughan, 1987; Agarwal, 
1991, 1992; Kynch, 1998), about men‘s ‗shameful‘ behaviours in the face 
of scarcity.  
The girls were not members of any SHG in the village, and neither 
did they participate in activities organised by any NGO. The main reason 
for this was that they felt too ―awkward‖ to interact with other women in 
the village who they felt would pose strange questions about their family. 
The four sisters were leading a secluded life and felt deep sorrow due to 
their mother‘s death. None of the community leaders, neither traditional nor 
NGO ones tried to address their issues of desertion or integrate them into 
the community. Though AVVAI was running an anti-alcohol awareness 
drives in the district, from the accounts of the women that were interviewed 
it became clear that curtailing alcoholism was still a far away goal for men 
in Akkraipettai; at night most of them would get drunk and some would 
even shout on the streets.     
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 The second case study is of a trawler owner‘s wife (Annapoorna, 25, 
the wife of Kannan) who had to fill in the gap created by her sister-in-law‘s 
(Kannan‘s elder brother‘s wife‘s) death. Annapoorna had been newly 
married when the Tsunami occurred, and soon after she had to take care of 
three children of her dead sister-in-law. When I met her in March, 2008, she 
had a one-year-old infant of her own and was expecting another child. 
Annapoorna‘s father owned a small boat and she had moved upward in her 
class status by marrying Kannan who owned two trawlers. 
 When I visited her house for the first time, she asked me to get 
permission from her husband when he arrived to do the interview, reflecting 
that she had been asked not to talk or reveal any information to 
strangers.
108
She explained that her natal family always looked up to her 
husband in gratitude for marrying her and this probably was reason why her 
life was quite different from most of the other women in the village. 
Kannan kept a strict watch over Annapoorna‘s activities and did not permit 
her to join any self help group or NGO activity as he felt that his family did 
not need depend on external credit. Although Annapoorna did not express 
the desire to be a member of a SHG or any other social activity, from 
observation of interactions between Kannan and Annapoorna it was evident 
that she lived a more restricted life than women in her neighbourhood. She 
seldom went out alone to do household shopping or sat with neighbours for 
a chit-chat in the evening, like other women in the community (field notes, 
February-March, 2008). Most of her time was spent cleaning and cooking 
                                                            
108 This was not the case with most of the other women interviewed in the village, as they did 
not ask me to obtain permission from their respective husbands for being interviewed.  
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inside the house and feeding the children, both her own and her sister-in-
law‘s. The exclusion of these three women from NGO activities is akin to 
gender and development scholars‘ arguments that empowerment is 
facilitated only when patriarchal norms are challenged (Marchand and 
Parpart, 1995; Ruwanpura, 2007), which is only partly happening in the 
village of Akkraipettai.     
The above case studies also highlight that there were multiple 
causes of women‘s oppression before and after the 2004 Tsunami in the 
fishing community of Akkraipettai. They also highlight that gendered and 
classed identities intersect in important ways to impact the experience of 
oppression. For instance, in the case of Annapoorna, though she could be 
classified as an upper class or ‗elite woman‘ in the context of the village, 
she was in fact more controlled by her husband than many of the ‗subaltern 
women‘ in the village, who said that they were free to participate in NGO 
activities since their husbands saw these as opportunities for social and 
financial benefits. The case studies reiterate Spivak‘s (1988) assertion that 
some kind of ‗strategic essentialisation‘ is necessary to understand women‘s 
oppression in general. While there is a need to deconstruct the category 
women to understand their experiences in disaster contexts as 
elite/subaltern, upper caste/lower caste and so on, it is also necessary to 
acknowledge that women are oppressed by men albeit in different ways.  
A common thread that runs across the case studies above is that 
young and economically productive men in the community were more in 
control financial resources in the household and decided the allocation of 
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resources between their mothers and wives. Hence their ability to balance 
the finances and caregiving in the household among their parents, wife and 
children assumed great importance in the post-disaster period since health 
care requirements increased for everyone. Strained relationships between 
the elderly and the young then were hindrances to the recovery from the 
Tsunami, as in the case of Anandi, Selvamanik, Sujatha and Shivani, where 
lack of kin support was making it tougher for these people to recover from 
the impacts of the disaster. In the case of Anandi‘s household, health care 
expenses increased manifold as three members of the family suffered from 
different ailments. Further, Rekha being the sole bread-winner became 
more vulnerable to physical illness and nutrition deficiency after the 
Tsunami, as she worked outdoors for long hours doing physical labour and 
often skipped lunch (field observations on multiple visits to Anandi‘s house 
from February-August, 2008).   
Such vulnerabilities were not being addressed by the government‘s 
rehabilitation measures that treated the family as ‗unitary household 
model‘. Measures like providing for joint ownership of new houses to men 
and women did appear to be pro-active steps from the state to empower 
women in the post-disaster period. However, most of the women 
interviewed said that this measure did not make a real impact in their 
everyday relations with men who continued to be physically and verbally 
abusive.  
 Agarwal (1990, 1997) critiques the use of this model in policy-
making as she argues that households are sites of both cooperation and 
300 
 
conflicts, and this has to be taken into account while designing 
interventions for disasters and development. Agarwal (1997:8) contends 
that:  
A rural person‘s bargaining strength within the family vis-à-
vis subsistence needs would depend on eight factors: 
ownership of and control over assets, especially arable land; 
access to employment and other income-earning means;  
access to communal resources such as village commons and 
forests; access to traditional social support systems such as 
of patronage, kinship, caste groupings, etc.; support from 
NGOs; support from the State; social perceptions about 
needs, contributions and other determinants of 
deservedness; and social norms. 
Using Agarwal‘s parameters, in Akkraipettai, women do not own 
arable land; neither do they have access to multiple income-earning means, 
since the levels of education were generally low, especially among the 
elderly women who were mostly illiterate and the younger ones were 
mostly educated up to Class 8
th
. The village commons and traditional social 
systems are controlled by the patriarchal traditional panchayat. Though 
most NGOs in the village work closely with women through SHGs, the 
NGOs that did housing did not include women in the consultation processes 
that were done again through the traditional panchayats. The state had also 
not supported women in adequate ways as social reproduction became 
tougher in the post-Tsunami period with water, sanitation, health, education 
and environmental problems and the increased costs of living. Social norms 
in Akkraipettai too are patriarchal and unfavourable for women in general. 
Thus on most counts provided by Agarwal (1997), women are 
disadvantaged in the village order and in their households.    
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In the absence of larger protective systems to ensure gender 
equality, since the traditional panchayats were male-dominated and 
patriarchal in their outlook, women in Akkraipettai took to individual acts 
of resistance against the oppression in their households. The next section 
details such acts which included resisting remarriage in the case of widows, 
participating actively in NGO programmes and taking up leadership roles in 
them or openly talking back to men. These varied resistance practices 
ranged from very subtle ones to more open ones. Further, not all women 
resisted patriarchal controls as many of them were complicit in its 
perpetuation. A few women with leadership qualities and personal traits like 
openness and boldness, however, were able to make the best of new 
opportunities created by the influx of multiple NGOs in the post-Tsunami 
period. Such women assumed leadership roles in NGO programmes, 
becoming an alternate authority for dispute resolution among women in the 
community. Such instances represent the social spaces of empowerment 
that women constantly negotiated for themselves in a largely patriarchal 
communal and household gender order and are discussed in the next 
section.   
7.4 GENDERED ADAPTATIONS, AGENCIES, RESISTANCES AND 
SPACES OF EMPOWERMENT IN AKKRAIPETTAI  
As detailed above, intra-household relationships in Akkraipettai 
were strained and men and women found different ways to cope with these 
stresses. While men took to increased alcohol consumption, deserting 
families and discontinuing work due to depression as ways of coping with 
the disastrous effects of the 2004 Tsunami, women pulled their lives 
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together by taking up waged work and participating actively in the savings 
and credit programmes initiated by the NGOs.   
Pushpa (25), for example, explained that her husband had not 
ventured into the sea for two years after the Tsunami as he had been 
injured, sick and suffering due to excess alcohol consumption. She said that 
her husband had taken to excess alcohol consumption after the Tsunami as 
a way of coping with its impacts. He had developed some lung disease soon 
after in which he coughed up blood. Hence, he was unable to continue 
fishing and Pushpa‘s family faced survival crisis during that time. With two 
infants, Pushpa too could not take up work outside the house and had hence 
resorted to selling her gold jewellery to be able to sustain the family. At the 
time of interview, Pushpa expressed that her husband had just resumed his 
trips to the sea, but they were still living in poverty since they were 
repaying older debts and did not own the house that they were staying in 
(interview with Pushpa, aged, 25, 17
th
 March, 2008). Pushpa was not a 
member of any SHG or other NGO programmes since she found it difficult 
to engage in these activities due to her two infants who demanded constant 
attention. Like Sujatha and Shivani, Pushpa felt isolated from the 
community and felt that people in Akkraipettai were ‗not helping‘ and 
rather ‗selfish‘. 
The case studies of Sujatha, Shivani and Pushpa show that women 
in the village resorted to different measures to ensure their safety and 
security in the altered living conditions after the Tsunami. These findings 
confirm the assertions of gender and disaster literature regarding the 
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increased vulnerabilities and varied agencies of women in post-disaster 
periods as gender roles and relations are stressed due to the occurrence of a 
disaster. But again this analysis has to be nuanced to recognise that all 
women in the village were not stressed or suffered in the same way (see 
also Cupples, 2007).  
Most of the ordinary women interviewed were balancing their 
multiple identities as wives, mothers and members of SHGs by devoting 
time to all these activities at different hours of the day. Participating in 
NGO activities facilitated cohesiveness among women in some cases – such 
as SNEHA groups appeared very cohesive with members‘ friendly to each 
other and enhanced their confidence levels that helped them negotiate 
oppressive gender relations at home and in the community. For example 
most of the community appointed leaders for NGO programmes such as 
Bharathi, (50), Janaki, (33) and Irrawady, (44) exuded high levels of 
contentment on being leaders and said that participating in the NGO 
programmes had transformed the way they looked at their own lives and the 
society at large.     
For example Irrawady, a popular SNEHA leader and a boat 
mechanic‘s wife in her early 40s, had a very oppressive marital relation 
with her husband who she said had ―never done anything kind for her‖. 
Irrawady‘s natal family was lower in class status than her husband‘s, and 
this had been the main reason for his contemptuous behaviour towards her 
ever since they were married (over 20 years ago). During multiple visits to 
Irrawady‘s house I found out that the only bedroom in her house was 
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always locked from outside. During a discussion, Irrawady revealed that her 
husband did not allow her into that bedroom and always locked it from 
outside when he left for work. He told her that she was ―not worthy of 
entering that room‖.  She revealed that on a recent wedding in the family, 
upon looking at the bride‘s dowry he had become jealous and abused her 
physically in public saying that she had never brought any dowry. 
Irrawady‘s life in the village was a contradiction since she was a well-
respected popular leader who was called upon for dispute resolution on 
several occasions between conflicting neighbours or members of SHGs by 
women in the village, but at the household level she was subject to a 
number of injustices including violence, mental agony and exclusion from 
particular spaces within the house by her husband.  
Irrawady expressed that her solace in life were her three sons (aged 
17, 15 and 12) and the confidence she had obtained through NGO-ascribed 
leadership which had given her a ―chance to serve her community thereby 
earning a new respect in the community‖. Irrawady was a key informant for 
me as she was a respected leader and several women had directed me to her 
saying that I should consult her on gender issues in the community. 
Resolving disputes, Irrawady said, made her forget her personal sorrows in 
the form of an indifferent, violent husband. During a discussion she said: 
One day my husband hit me saying that I have been spoilt by 
the NGO work that I am doing…. He blamed the NGO 
director and staff for making me the leader of the women‘s 
programme in the village that he feels has made me arrogant 
and rebellious. But frankly I don‘t care about what he says or 
feels …. He has never done anything kind to me ever in my 
entire married life, so I don‘t really care for him and am never 
going to stop my social work for him! (points a finger towards 
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his room and touches it to her temple to indicate the sign for – 
‗he is mad‘) (Irrawady, 44, 12th March, 2008).  
She performed multiple identities as an oppressed and abused wife, 
a loving mother and a respected, esteemed and sought after community 
worker during different times of the day. However, she had made informed 
choices about which part of her identity she wanted to be more prominent 
than the other. For instance, while she devoted a lot of time during the week 
to SNEHA activities, she had declined a job offer from the NGO since she 
did not want to be bound up in a formal job, which she felt would take up 
too much of her time and cause her to neglect cooking and cleaning for her 
children. For Irrawady, her primary role was that of a mother and a 
caregiver for her three sons followed by her identity as a community 
worker.  
Irrawady, with education just to Class 8
th
, displayed a clarity of 
world-view and strong decision-making abilities when it came to managing 
her different roles in her home,
109
 community and NGO. According to her, 
a woman should first and foremost be a good mother and home-manager to 
be able to work for the larger community. She said that although she was 
very thankful to the NGO for making her a capable leader, training her for 
public speaking and involving her in the decision-making, she could not 
bring herself to do salaried work for them, which she felt would affect her 
credibility as a community leader since she would start being perceived as a 
staff member of the NGO (interview with Irrawady, 14
th
 March, 2008).     
                                                            
109 Although Irrawady was oppressed by her husband at home and could do little to change 
this, she did perform her role and duties as a mother very well. Her sons respected her and 
encouraged her community work and attending meetings. Irrawady said that her sons always 
involved her in decision-making about their higher education and career.   
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Irrawady simultaneously experienced both spaces of oppression and 
empowerment in the same space of her house. On the one hand, her 
husband was her oppressor within the space of the house, and on the other, 
the same house represented to her a space of empowerment when NGO 
workers came there for discussions of strategies and programmes with her 
as a community leader. It was such contradictory experiences of space and 
time that helped define women‘s everyday lives and constructions of 
identity in the village before and after the Tsunami. After the Tsunami 
though there was an increase in the social space of empowerment for 
women as there were many more NGOs in the village than existed before 
the disaster. Massey (2003) theorises these multiple and often conflicting 
process as ‗multiplicity‘ and ‗simultaneity‘ wherein she explains that:   
The coeval existence of a multiplicity of conditions: that is the gift 
of space. Space is the sphere of the possibility of the existence of 
plurality, of the co-existence of difference. It is the sphere of the 
possibility of the existence of more-than-one. Without space there is 
no ‗multiplicity‘ in that sense.   
 
Space then, cannot be a static slice orthogonal to time and defined in 
opposition to it. If movement is reality itself then what we think of 
as space is a cut through all those trajectories; a simultaneity of 
unfinished stories. Space has time/times within it. This is not the 
static simultaneity of a closed system but a simultaneity of 
movements (Massey, 2003:109). 
Massey (2005) explains that space is a sphere of dynamic simultaneity that 
is disconnected by new arrivals. In the case of Tsunami-affected 
Akkraipettai, the arrival of new civil society actors disturbed the social 
spaces of oppression by strengthening and expanding the social spaces of 
empowerment reflected in the fact that women‘s everyday resistances 
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increased when dealing with the male members of the household or the 
community.   
Empowerment in community matters did not translate into 
empowerment within the household for women like Irrawady, details of 
which are discussed in the next chapter. Sharma (2008:176) also notes in 
this in her work on women‘s empowerment through NGOs in rural North 
India. Sharma explains that a woman community leader, despite being a 
head in the village, had little say in household decision-making. Sharma 
(2008:177) explains that women‘s agency needs to be seen as the 
articulation of their different subject positions, corresponding to the 
different social relations in which women are situated. Writing in the 
context of dalit women‘s empowerment through involvement with NGO 
activities, Govinda (2009: 59) explains that it takes longer to empower 
traditionally marginalised women in society (like rural lower caste women) 
vis-à-vis their upper caste, educated urban counter parts as the latter 
continue to be the interface between the NGOs and their donors since the 
former ―lack cultural skills‖ to do so. Other scholars working on gender 
mainstreaming in NGOs explain that patriarchy is a major hindrance in 
truly mainstreaming women in development programmes. For example 
Tiessen (2007: 173) explains that most organisations fail to address the 
cultural causes of women‘s subordination and hence while women may 
attend meetings along with men in the NGOs, their status in the society may 
not effectively change to ensure their empowerment. In Akkraipettai too 
this appeared to be the case since most NGOs were taking one side of 
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women‘s lives into consideration i.e. their need for credit without 
addressing patriarchal oppression and abuse at the household and 
community levels.  
Irrawady‘s interview displayed that while she was empowered in the 
space of the NGO, it had little impact on the gender relations within her 
household. Feminists writing on the impact of NGOs on the lives of women 
explain that sometimes engagement with NGOs increases violence in the 
domestic sphere (Butalia, 2002). Clearly, Irrawady‘s husband was jealous 
that the NGO had provided the space for her to develop into a respectable 
community leader; he had stated that the ―NGO had spoilt her‖. Irrawady‘s 
case study also illuminates the limited impact of NGOs on women‘s lives as 
they do not address issues of patriarchal oppression at the household and 
communal level, which are central to women‘s everyday lives in the fishing 
community.  
For instance, even SNEHA, which works closely with the wives of 
fishworkers, does not engage with counselling men around issues of 
patriarchal control of women‘s lives. During an interview, a senior level 
official from SNEHA explained that they did not negotiate spaces for 
women in the traditional panchayats, like some of the other NGOs along 
the coast as they felt this was against the traditional culture and norms of 
the fishing communities, which they said should be respected and 
preserved. Further, the official explained that they did approach the 
panchayat if they wanted land to build a children‘s activity centre or any 
other infrastructural support in the village, because they believed in 
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cooperation with the panchayats rather than antagonising them. The 
Director of SNEHA believed that traditional power systems among the 
fishing communities had their merits and demerits and they should be 
respected by the state and other agencies (interview with Director, SNEHA; 
10
th
 September, 2005). Similarly, issues of violence and abuse at the 
household level were seldom brought to the fore since it was considered 
humiliating to discuss domestic violence by many women in front of other 
women in the community and they said that it was more of a ‗personal‘ 
issue.   
Due to constraints such as the NGOs not addressing issues of 
violence and abandonment, there is a landscape of exclusion in the village. 
For example, women who had expressed feelings of loneliness like Pushpa, 
Sujatha and Shivani and Rekha were not members of any NGOs. In a 
village like Akkraipettai where there were a range of organisations working, 
it was out of the ordinary that some women had been completely left out of 
the fold of NGO activities, mostly because they felt ‗embarrassed‘ to join, 
as in the case of Sujatha and Shivani or were constrained from the men in 
their families, like Annapoorna. It also shows that the NGOs had been 
largely unsuccessful in including these women into developmental schemes 
operating in the village.                
Anupamlata et al. (2006) explain with that NGOs too can become 
sites of patriarchal oppression by subjugating women at lower levels in the 
hierarchy. In Akkraipettai, though the accounts of women presented largely 
a very positive picture of the NGO interventions in the village, it was 
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evident that most NGOs were treating women as numbers to show an 
increase in their activities to the donors. For instance, the women‘s 
interactions with AVVAI field staff (see discussion on PLF in Chapter 6) 
revealed that the high-handedness of the male fieldworkers while 
interacting with the women in the PLF. Interviews with these male 
fieldworkers revealed their sexist biases towards women in the PLF who 
they insinuated were ―foolishly fighting‖ for power and leadership and 
affecting the programme adversely. These men were middle class, educated 
and from higher castes than the fishing communities and hence tended to 
look down on women from the fishing communities.  
SNEHA fieldworkers on the other hand were mostly women, from 
the fishing communities and other castes as well, but there was a marked 
difference as compared to AVVAI in their interactions with SNEHA 
members in the village. During several SNEHA SHG meetings, I observed 
that women were talking openly about family and community issues much 
more than in other NGO initiated groups those were more businesslike in 
their dealings. SNEHA‘s involvement in women‘s lives in the village was 
much more intense than the rest of the NGOs working in Akkraipettai. For 
example, SNEHA was offering work to women who felt psychologically 
vulnerable after the 2004 Tsunami and helping them to regain their will to 
live. Vallarmathi (37) for instance, explained that she had lost her husband 
and her will to live after the 2004 Tsunami and was contemplating suicide 
but had not done it for the sake of her three children. She said that during 
the relief period she had met some SNEHA workers who asked her to help 
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as a volunteer at the NGO to coordinate relief work in her village. 
Vallarmathi said that she had agreed to volunteer with SNEHA and had 
gradually become a regular member of field staff at the NGO which had 
helped her forget her own losses and given her a sense of self-importance as 
a community worker.  
Vallarmathi‘s experience in organising relief and recovery is what 
many gender and disaster researchers have emphasised in recent work. 
Enarson and Chakrabarty (2009) for example highlight the importance of 
mainstreaming gender and making women central to recovery and 
development of resilience among communities. They argue that it is 
important to:  
Understand women as risk managers whose contributions to 
preparedness, mitigation, emergency relief and sustainable recovery 
are indispensable (Enarson and Chakraborty, 2009).
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  Like Irrawady and Vallarmathi, many women in Akkraipettai, 
especially leaders and social workers selected by the NGOs expressed 
feelings of empowerment through their close association with the NGOs 
and increased leadership qualities that they had developed over a period of 
time. Janaki (33) explained that she had been selected as a resource person 
by Tata Relief Committee for giving alternate livelihood training to other 
groups of people including trips to foreign countries such as Vietnam, 
thereby increasing both her physical and social space of empowerment.  
(see pictures 7.4, 7.5 and 7.6).  
                                                            
110 This quote is taken from the abstract of the book provided at the end cover.  
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Figure 7.4: SNEHA community leader (Irrawady) talking about destructive 
impacts of prawn cultivation at the women’s day celebration (on 26th March 
2008) Source: SNEHA office  
 





Figure 7.6: Janaki’s certification for her contribution as a community worker   
The case studies of Irrawady and Janaki reveal that the confidence 
generated in them by virtue of being community leaders helped them cope 
with patriarchal oppression at home in the case of the former and in the 
community in the case of the latter.
111
 This confidence reflected in their 
body language during their daily dealings with their neighbours and family 
members very much correspond to Tatjana Haque‘s (2002) assertion that 
NGOs facilitate embodied aspects of women‘s empowerment. Haque 
argues that in rural Bangladesh, NGOs not only achieve economic and 
political empowerment for women, they also contribute towards embodied 
aspects of women‘s empowerment as reflected in behavioural changes in 
                                                            




body language, for example voice, dress, movement and posture, thus 
enhancing their agency in bringing about social change.  
Nagar (2000:341) highlights how feminist activism in Uttar Pradesh 
has created social spaces for the empowerment of women:   
Feminist activists strategically use and create social spaces to 
generate collective dialogue and critical reflection on issues of 
patriarchy and gendered violence. ... ...activists working at the grass-
roots level theorize the interrelationships among their own political 
actions, their vision(s) of empowerment, and the everyday gendered 
spaces they seek to transform. 
She refers to street plays as an important medium for questioning 
patriarchal violence by feminists and NGOs in Uttar Pradesh, in 
Akkraipettai too NGOs were using different approaches to increase the 
social space of empowerment for the women in general and more 
marginalised women such as the widows specifically. For instance while 
the development schemes of the state implemented by AVVAI were 
captured by the elite women; its benefits were reaching the subaltern 
women too through their access to credit by participation in SHGs.  
The positive elements of high levels of NGO interventions in the 
post-Tsunami period were that some women found ways to forge 
connections with the outside world by participating actively in NGO 
programmes which had improved their status both in their families and their 
communities. Fishing communities along the Tamil Nadu coast have been 
known for their closeness before the 2004 Tsunami; the disaster however 
forced open the erstwhile closed groups and facilitated the entry of diverse 
development actors in the area. New experiences of participation in 
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development, such as leading SHGs, moving freely in public spaces, 
opening accounts in the bank, attending NGO meetings and participating in 
public protests against the destructive development schemes of the state 
(discussed in Chapter 5) taught women how to deal with everyday problems 
in the house and the street (interviews with Bharati, Janaki and Irrawady 
from February-August, 2008).   
NGO programmes like the family strengthening programme of SOS 
(discussed in Chapter 6) had also provided women with the means of 
leading an independent and respectful life to the widows. For example most 
of the widows that were interviewed were leading a solitary life in the 
village along with their children with minimum or no support from either 
side of kin. For instance Vineeta (32) a young widow with an eight year old 
daughter, had strained relations with her natal and her husband‘s family, 
both of which according to her had become indifferent towards her plight 
after her husband‘s death a few years before the 2004 Tsunami. Vineeta 
received a World Vision house in her name on the land that was given to 
her by her parents at the time of her marriage and was living next door to 
her parents ever since her wedding.  
Vineeta said that her life changed after her husband‘s death as all 
her relatives had started looking down upon her and perceived her as a 
helpless, dependant with a daughter. She further said that she had slowly 
adapted to this new life and learnt how to live with this indifference. When 
asked why she had not considered remarriage as an option she explained: 
316 
 
I am fine with just my daughter and me, if I get remarried and the 
new husband ill-treats my daughter, I will not be able to bear it. At 
least right now I am the master of my own will. Although my 
parents, siblings and my ex-husband‘s family pick up fights with me 
sometimes, I prefer to stay single. Life is hard like this but I do not 
want it to get harder with a new oppressive relationship in my life  
(interview with Vineeta, aged 32, 14
th
 March, 2008).   
Vineeta‘s account showed that she had made an informed choice to stay 
single after the passing away of her husband to avoid patriarchal control in 
her life. In other words she had the human capability i.e. the ability and 
choice to make the decision, with which she displayed her agency to evade 
remarriage. Further, she said that participation in NGO activities had 
provided her with new opportunities of access to credit and income 
generation that were a source of comfort and support in the oppressive 
familial and community relations. For instance she expressed gratitude 
towards SOS, for providing her the necessary infrastructure for setting up 
an idli shop, a rice cake generally eaten for breakfast in Tamil Nadu (Figure 
7.7), which she said was given by the NGO after consulting her about the 
vocation of her choice. Additionally, the financial support by SOS and the 
state‘s widow pension were helping her recover from the impacts of the 
widowhood. Vineeta‘s increased space of empowerment created by the 
SOS enabled her to evade a patriarchal gender relation such as re-marriage, 
which she thought could change her life for worse. Enabling the right to 
choose between different options and enhancing the ability of development 
subjects to make critical decisions regarding their lives is what Sen (1981) 
calls the capabilities approach to the empowerment of poor. Most poor and 
widowed women that were traditionally marginalised found a new hope of 
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empowerment and access to development resources through post-Tsunami 
civil society interventions, which helped them to control their lives better.  
 
Figure 7.7: Vineeta pressing rice and gram cakes for sale in her house   
Beneficiaries of the SOS programmes expressed satisfaction at the 
inclusive, participatory approach that the NGO had adopted while planning 
livelihood interventions for them. For instance Tamilarsi (32), a widow who 
ran a small provisions shop in the village, was given apparatus for 
mushroom cultivation in her garden since she had shown keen interest in 
learning the trade. Tamilarsi said that SOS had been very kind in procuring 
the equipment and giving training for mushroom growing to several 
women, although due to the highly water intensive nature of farming it had 
been impractical to carry it out in the arid Akkraipettai. Although SOS 
interventions were participatory in nature, they were not necessarily all 
workable solutions. This was a major shortcoming of the SOS family 
strengthening programme, which sometimes failed to provide sustainable 
livelihood options for single parents.  
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Another SOS beneficiary, Tillaiamman (28), a young widow who 
had lost her husband to the 2004 Tsunami waves said that she was under 
tremendous family pressure from her husband‘s family to remarry one of 
his relative so that the ex-gratia that she had received would remain in the 
family itself. Tillaiamman said that she understood these manipulative 
moves of her husband‘s family as she understood that the remarriage offer 
was more for the money than for her. She explained: 
I just want to focus on my son‘s education and development. Re-
marriage is not for me. I know why they are forcing me to remarry- 
they are eyeing the money I have got. But I could foresee these 
pressures and made a fixed deposit in my son‘s name so that he 
could get educated in an English medium school and go higher up in 
life. Till now they are forcing me to shell out half the compensation 
money, but this money is rightfully mine and kept for my child‘s 
education and development. We were living in a nuclear family 
before his death too, so why are they now coming to claim their 
share in the money now? (Interview with Tillaiamman, aged 28; 
Tata Nagar, 2
nd
 August, 2008)  
Like Vineeta, Tillaiamman too was living with oppressive kin 
pressures with her dead husband‘s family trying to push her into an 
unwanted relationship. Tillaiamman, however, was clear about her priorities 
as she revealed in her interview. She was sending her son to a private 
English medium school where a fee was charged from the parents instead of 
the government subsidised school. She was a member of the SOS and SJDT 
NGOs wherein she participated in their savings and credit programme and 
went for alternate livelihoods trainings organised by SOS. Tillaiamman 
expressed that she was happy that there were NGOs in the village with 
friendly fieldworkers who were ready to listen and address her everyday 
problems. Clearly, widows and poorer fishworkers‘ wives saw the increased 
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presence of NGOs in the village as an increase in development options for 
them which is central to the development of human capabilities.  
 All three women, Vineeta, Vallarmati and Tillaiamman, display 
their agency in rejecting re-marriage, continuing on with their new 
identities as widows and increasing control over their own lives, similar to 
Sen‘s, 1987 idea of cooperative conflict, they felt that they would have to 
share their existing resources which they may have received from their natal 
or marital families with their new husband. They also felt that remarriage 
would again push them into an ―oppressive relationship‖ and cause them 
and their children more misery. Chen and Dreze (2002) have observed that 
widows in India avoid remarriage to evade stigma and denial of inheritance. 
  Women in Akkraipettai listed education for their children as their 
top-most development priority. Like Vineeta and Tillaiamman, they seek to 
educate their children in English-medium schools and get advice on higher 
education from visitors and NGOs in the village. Most women‘s accounts 
displayed that they were stuck in oppressive relations either with their 
fathers, husbands or sons and their wives. The inability to get out of such 
relations was a major source of disempowerment for them. Though the 
widows did not explicitly talk about their oppressive relationships with their 
dead husbands‘, their unwillingness to re-marry reflected their lack of faith 
in the institution of marriage as such. The fact that widows were satisfied at 
being sole owners of their houses and using the opportunities created by 
NGOs for economic empowerment reflected that they wanted to maximise 
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their use of the spaces of empowerment created by the state and civil 
society interventions.   
Nussbaum (2001:1) argues that women‘s emotional well being is 
central to developing their capabilities and increasing their choices. She has 
both critiqued and applied Sen‘s capability approach to women and 
development thought. She argues that emotional well-being is essential to 
women‘s development and that they are disadvantaged at the outset since: 
Women have lesser opportunities than men to live free from fear 
and to enjoy rewarding types of love- especially when as often 
happens they are married without choice in childhood and have no 
recourse from bad marriages. In all these ways, unequal social and 
political circumstances give women unequal human capabilities.  
Nussbaum (2001:1) evaluates the capabilities approach by arguing that it is 
important to view capabilities from poor women‘s perspective. Oppressed 
and marginalised women in Akkraipettai displayed their agencies by 
making decisions about participation in certain activities and evading 
others. In general, however, I observed that gender and class were 
intertwined in important ways to determine women‘s participation in 
decision-making about their own lives and in the development processes in 
the village. As discussed in Chapter 6, the state‘s credit programme 
implemented through the NGOs was captured by the elite women. 
However, other interventions such as the NREGS and NGO programmes, 
such as the family strengthening programme of the SOS and various 
programmes of SNEHA, were largely targeting the subaltern women. 
 Wives of fishworkers generally had taken more of the development 
opportunities on board than wives of trawler owners by assuming 
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leadership roles in NGO programmes and increasing their physical and 
social mobility, like Janaki and Irrawady. Some of the trawler owners like 
Annapoorna‘s husband Kannan, viewed participation in NGO programmes 
as derogatory to their traditional prestige and barred their wives from 
attending group meetings and activities. Hence some women in the village 
remained excluded from these spaces of empowerment in the post-Tsunami 
period. These included some of the trawler owners wives, the extremely 
poor women such as Rekha who was doing waged work and supporting a 
family of six; the deserted sisters Sujatha and Shivani who were socially 
ostracised for being a young women‘s household, and Pushpa who had 
pawned or sold all her jewellery for survival after the Tsunami. Hence in 
Akkraipettai there existed simultaneity of spaces of empowerment and 
exclusion giving rise to an unequal terrain of women‘s empowerment.  
7.5 DISCUSSION 
The discussion of disaster responses at the household level brings 
forth a few themes. Firstly, multiple processes of development, 
empowerment, exclusion and marginalisation were at work in the village 
simultaneously. This was apparent from the accounts of some of the 
interviewed household members who felt more vulnerable than the others in 
their families and communities after the disaster. For instance due to the 
impacts of the disaster, lack of social networks and increased cost of health-
care and education, women like Anandi, Sujatha and Shivani were left 
feeling more marginalised than before. Their inability to afford health and 
education benefits for them and their injured/sick family members left them 
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more deprived from before the disaster. Further, unevenness in the 
distribution of benefits, such as health insurance cards and the state‘s 
declining role in health care were factors that affected the subaltern groups 
in general.  
Secondly, though most women benefitted from the positive impacts 
of high NGO interventions after the Tsunami, some were left out of these 
benefits. This provides new directions both for vulnerability and subaltern 
analysis. The men and women who participated in NGO programmes, 
trainings and credit and employment generation activities increased their 
capabilities, life choices according to Sen (1981, 1999) and Nussbaum 
(2001). Recent literature on NGOs in India highlights their important role in 
women‘s empowerment but sometimes with negative impacts such as 
increased violence (see Butalia, 2002; Anupamlata et al., 2006; Rai, 2008). 
The case study however illustrates that NGOs played largely a positive in 
empowering the subalterns in the village. Women like Irrawadi and Vineeta 
found respite from male-oppression in their families by working with 
NGOs. Particularly SNEHA and SOS programmes were implemented in 
ways that empowered widows and women in general by ensuring 
livelihoods for them. Given the central role of NGOs in both disaster 
response and enabling participation of the subalterns, the engagement of 
NGOs with different groups of subalterns and their role in increasing men 
and women‘s bargaining powers and enhancing resistance is an important 
but under researched theme in disaster studies.    
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In continuing the discussion in Chapter 6, the empirical details in 
this chapter have reiterated the need to deconstruct the category subaltern 
men and women according to who is more deprived due to state‘s decline in 
the welfare of its citizens and populations (Chatterjee, 2001). As revealed in 
above discussion, the coastal fishing communities are generally vulnerable 
on account of state negligence, destructive development activities along the 
coast, and attacks from the Sri Lankan navy. This confirms Partha 
Chatterjee‘s assertion that there are specific population groups that are 
governed differently from rest of the citizens, which also affects their 
vulnerability to disasters. Yet the interviews in the village point out that not 
all members of the community were similarly disenfranchised in the 
aftermath of the disaster. This is an important indication for expanding the 
meaning of subaltern and theorising it in new ways based on disaster 
impacts. The families that are pushed further into poverty and inability to 
live a life with choices (Sen, 1999) after disasters are more subalternised 
than the rest of the community. The subaltern school can benefit from the 
work of development scholars (like Amartya Sen, 1981, 1999 and Bina 
Agarwal, 1991) who contend that having the freedom to choose in life is the 
most important indicator of development. Sen (1981) has in fact 
problematised the category ‗poor‘ in his landmark work Poverty and 
Famines to differentiate between the land owning and landless poor as the 
level of poverty affects their ability to recover from the impacts of a famine. 
Development scholars too can incorporate strands of subaltern theory in 
their work to understand the various ways in which subaltern popoulations 
negotiate development with the state.      
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Thus, time taken to recover from the impacts of disaster due to 
deaths, injuries, lack of community and kin support or other reasons can be 
thought of as an indicator of an individual or family‘s marginality, which 
policy-makers should take into account while implementing recovery 
interventions. In the case of Akkraipettai fish-workers were obviously more 
prone to the occupational vulnerabilities (injuries, deaths and killings at the 
sea) as they were the ones who ventured into the sea since the trawler 
owners stayed on shore. A Tsunami-caused injury thus more adversely 
affected a fishworker‘s family more than a trawler owners since it meant a 
complete loss of livelihood for him. This distinction in the varied situations 
of different subalterns was missing in the state‘s RRR interventions which 
were based primarily on an asset replacement approach rather than a 
nuanced evaluation of differential vulnerabilities (see for example Guijt and 
Shah, 1998).    
The loss on the productive side led to undesirable impacts on social 
reproduction as well. Mitchell et al. (2003) reiterate that production and 
social reproduction are closely related spheres as one feeds into the other; 
but in policy-making, often the productive side is given more emphasis than 
the reproductive side. In some households social reproduction suffered 
more than the others, like in Raju‘s case. Multiple deprivations from the 
state, community and household relations made caused these differential 
vulnerabilities among different families in the village.   
 The relief and rehabilitation measures in the post-disaster context 
should have been developed keeping the socio-cultural milieu of the 
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communities in mind. As demonstrated by the analysis of household 
relationships in the case of Akkraipettai, policy makers did not assess that 
in fishing communities of Nagapattinam. Inter-generational relationships 
within households are quite strained wherein married sons and their wives 
often have a conflicting relationship with their parents and seldom share the 
same house. Most of the NGOs working in the village avoided addressing 
oppressive community and household gender relations. Men and women‘s 
lives in the fishing community of Akkraipettai were trapped in a series of 
oppressive familial and community relationships and empowerment at the 
community level through increased participation in NGO activities did not 
ensure freedom from oppression at the household level. This is something 
that Sharma (2008:176) also notes in her work on women‘s empowerment 
through NGOs in rural North India. With the case study of an NGO 
appointed community leader, Sharma explains that this woman, despite 
being a leader in the village, had little say in household decision-making. 
Citing Mouffe (1992), Sharma (2008:177) explains that women‘s agencies 
need to be seen as the articulation of their different subject positions, 
corresponding to the different social relations in which women are situated.  
In this chapter I have examined disaster impacts and responses at the 
level of the household and these responses were closely linked to what was 
happening at the state and community level. The inadequacy of state‘s 
healthcare system and exclusion of some subalterns by the village-elite 
hindered these families‘ recovery vis-à-vis others in the village. Having 
discussed and analysed the RRR process at the three selected levels, I now 
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go on to conclude the thesis where I provide the main theoretical and 
empirical contributions of the thesis and directions for future research.   
 




















   
In this thesis my aim was to understand the identity politics, i.e. the 
processes of elite power and subaltern resistance, in the context of the 2004-
Tsunami. To fulfil this aim, I found the work of the subaltern school 
theorists (Kothari, 1995; Spivak, 2000; Guha, 2000; Chatterjee, 2001 and 
Nandy, 2007) and James Scott‘s (1985) work on rural resistance and 
feminist approaches to development studies useful in order to analyse the 
state-society relationships, intra-community relations and gender relations 
in the household. By examining disaster responses, I have attempted to 
advance and complicate the understanding of identity politics moving away 
from the traditional categories of elite and subaltern to theorising the variety 
of individuals and organisations that exists within these two broad 
categories in the 2004-Tsunami response.  
The central argument that I have made in this thesis is that hitherto 
defined social categories have to be revisited to understand the complex 
situations that arise in the aftermath of disasters which influence the levels 
of subalternism or marginality of different individuals and their families. 
From the empirical evidence in this thesis, it is clear that all the members of 
the affected communities do not have equal access to state and civil society 
led interventions and some suffer more than the others. In the case of the 
2004-Tsunami, the lack of social networks particularly good relations with 
the community elite, injuries and deaths leading to gaps in production and 
social reproduction and increased manipulation by the community elites are 
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the main factors influencing differential vulnerabilities in the community. I 
have demonstrated that the state‘s response to the Tsunami failed to protect 
fishing communities‘ rights and ensure their participation and well-being. 
This was a missed opportunity to build better relationships with the affected 
communities 
Instead the state‘s continued focus on neo-liberal development after 
the Tsunami threatened the livelihoods of these groups. The responses of 
the state and civil society section allied with it made the life of the subaltern 
groups‘ harder and impacted upon intra-community and intra-household 
relationships. In the next section I discuss how I addressed my research 
questions through my fieldwork and analysis of post-disaster elite/subaltern 
politics in this thesis.       
8.1 ADDRESSING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
In order to understand social identity politics at different levels of 
disaster response, I set out with three main research questions 
corresponding to the scales of the state/civil society, the community and the 
household. Chapter 5 addressed my first research question about state-
society relationships in the aftermath of the disaster by analysing the ruling 
elite, their organising principles, i.e. elites that supported state agendas and 
those that opposed it and the overall tone of rehabilitation, which was non-
participatory, and its impacts on the affected communities. Through 
examples of housing and relocation of coastal communities after the 
Tsunami, I touched upon issues of state-led neo-liberalism and its negative 
impacts on disaster-affected communities, especially on social 
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reproduction. The relocation to much more compact houses in Tata Nagar 
and the non-weather proofed houses in Papakoil led to increased health 
problems, flooding and sanitation problems. Chapter 5 also examined 
resistance to the state‘s agenda of privatising the coast through the activism 
of a hybridised society, the zone of collaboration between civil and political 
society. The empirical examples in this chapter confirm the subaltern 
theorists‘ assertions that the subalterns are not allowed to speak in India as 
their voices are suppressed by the state (Kothari, 1995; Chatterjee, 2001; 
Nandy, 2007; Roy, 2009). Yet different kinds of subalterns suffered 
varyingly due to the restrictive housing policies of the state. The dalits of 
Akkraipettai received even worse housing than the fishing groups. 
Theoretically, this called for a need to deconstruct the category of 
‗subaltern‘ to understand variations in subalterneity of occupational 
subalterns, class and caste-based subalterns and gender-based subalterns 
(Guha, 2000; Spivak, 2000).  
Chapter 6 focused on research question two, which pertained to the 
impacts of the Tsunami RRR processes on intra-community relationships of 
class and gender. Particular emphasis was accorded to the role of elite 
village councils, known as traditional panchayats, in the understanding of 
the social fabric of a fishing community and their role in the perpetuation of 
inequality among coastal fishing groups in Tamil Nadu. I argued that the 
state‘s reliance upon these councils for data and details after the disaster led 
to several tensions and injustices within the community. It enhanced 
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manipulative practices by the community elite and open and subtle 
resistance by the subalterns.  
This chapter also highlighted the critical role of some of the NGOs, 
such as Tata‘s, SNEHA‘s, in enhancing some of these resistance practices 
and empowering the subaltern women. The other group of NGOs in the 
village like World Vision, Mata Amritanandmayee, however, imitated the 
state in their reliance upon the elite panchayats for information and 
decision-making. The state and NGO programmes thus had mixed impacts 
on the lives of men and women, both empowering and disempowering them 
in different ways (see Shirin Rai, 2008, in the context of NGOs and their 
impacts in India).  
The third research question was considered in Chapter 7. This was 
to understand the impacts of the disaster and the ensuing RRR processes on 
gender roles and relations within the affected families. I argued that the 
disaster disrupted traditional productive and reproductive roles as several 
men and women died or were injured and gaps were created in social and 
economic provision and care-giving. These gaps proved to be stressors on 
household relations and instances of deception and desertion by male 
members were found in some families in the village. Further, increased 
costs of social reproduction, such as increased expenses incurred for 
healthcare after the Tsunami and the state‘s failure to provide sanitation 
infrastructure also affected social reproduction in households after the 
disaster. These stressors, coupled with increasing prices of daily 
commodities and a decline in the fish catch reported by men, were 
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additional issues threatening the well being of fishing communities in 
Nagapattinam. These findings connect with the current and emerging 
literature on disaster response (such as Klein, 2007 and Katz, 2008) that 
highlights the deprivation of disaster-affected people due to privatisation of 
health-care and education. In terms of theory building, the analysis in this 
chapter provides clues to nuance the category ‗subaltern‘ in disaster 
situations by examining how different households suffered varyingly due to 
deaths, injuries, abandonment, lack of support from kin among other things.  
8.2 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE THESIS  
The overall thrust of the thesis was to examine state-society 
relationships and creation and perpetuation of post-disaster vulnerabilities 
in the post-Tsunami context. The relationship of the state with the society 
manifests at different levels including the civil society, community and 
households. Hence, the analysis is done in a scalar manner. From the 
conceptualisation, fieldwork, analysis of data and writing a few themes 
have emerged for the extending the existing theoretical paradigms to 
understand state-society relationships, elitism and subalternism, 
vulnerabilities, participation and resistance in the aftermath of disasters. In 
the next few paragraphs I will elucidate how this thesis has contributed to 
these themes.        
In terms of the first theme, i.e. state-society relationships, the 
contention of the subaltern school about the wide gap between the ‗Two 
Indians‘ was proven true. The state interventions were conditional 
especially the housing and relocation and the overall focus was on opening 
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the coast to privatisation. Civil society plays an important role in 
safeguarding the interests of the political society; this is different from the 
claims of Kothari, (1995) and Chatterjee, (2001) who contend that civil 
society has been largely unsuccessful in protecting the subaltern society. 
This finding calls for expanding the theorisation of civil society and the 
varied nature and philosophies of elite actors in the Indian context. Civil 
society is indeed central in protecting the human rights of minority and 
marginal groups especially in disaster or riot contexts. In the case of the 
Gujarat carnage (in 2002) where the state was complicit in the violence 
against the Muslims by its inaction and the civil society was prostrate, 
indeed human rights violations were widespread (Chandhoke, 2009:6). In 
the state of Tamil Nadu, however, civil society was much more vibrant and 
successful in resisting state‘s neo-liberalist moves, similar to what Klein, 
2007 suggests. This again provides an important case in point for the 
expansion of subaltern theory, which theorises identity-politics in India as 
whole. The present day politics is localised and changes according to 
individual state, as in provincial, contexts.  
In terms of elitism, subalternism and vulnerabilities in an Indian, 
disaster context, this study has shed light on the fact that social identities 
are complex and fluid subject positions and have to be revisited in post-
disaster situations. The case study of the 2004 Tsunami reflects that 
intersections of various axes of social identity, gender, class, disability, age 
and marital status among others were important in affecting pre- and post-
disaster vulnerabilities. Only a few scholars have yet published on the 
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theme of intersectionality of social identities and vulnerability in disaster 
situations, although new scholarship on this theme is emerging very fast 
(Hyndman and de Alwis, 2003, Hartman and Squires, 2008; Levitt and 
Whitaker, 2009; Hyndman, 2009).  
Taking intersectionality as the basis, feminists have offered 
enhanced frameworks for the analysis of gender in disaster contexts. For 
example, Hyndman and de Alwis‘s (2003) FAD (Feminism and 
Development) that includes humanitarian efforts and incorporates multiple 
bases of identity and power relations, not exclusively gender. Recent 
example of feminist writings with the framework of intersectionality in the 
study of gender, conflict and disasters include Ruwanpura and Humphries 
(2004) and Jennifer Hyndman‘s (2009) work on women headed households 
in the war and Tsunami conditions in Sri Lanka. Both articles problematize 
the category of ―women heads of households‖ by arguing that the bundling 
together of such households tends to generalise their varied needs of 
rehabilitation. For example Ruwanpura and Humphries (2004) present a 
case for the varied situations of women heads of different ethnic groups in 
Sri Lanka and Hyndman (2009) argues how the issues faced by young 
widows and old widows are different, similarly the situation of war widows 
and Tsunami widows are different, as the latter may have lost their entire 
family. In a similar vein I have argued (in Chapter 7) that the category 
‗widow‘ has to be expanded for the sake of policy to de facto women heads 
of households (with seriously injured spouses) and dependent children. 
Chapter 7 critiques the state‘s lack of provision for compensation and 
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support of families with injured male breadwinners as injuries are not 
considered for rehabilitation and only deaths were compensated.  
As such, this research reiterates the need for humanitarian and 
development agencies to treat social identities as intersecting, fluid and 
leaching across domains. This implies an in-depth knowledge of the local 
milieu, accounting for the existing power structures and reaching out to the 
most powerless, often the most vulnerable, in the community. It also means 
not relying completely on the elite or the powerful groups for critical 
information, such as list of women heads of households or those who lost 
assets and houses. Rather information on the community should to be 
substantiated through in-depth personal interactions with members of the 
community. While this raises time and resource issues, it will ensure more 
equitable disbursal of the RRR processes.    
The gaps created in production and social reproduction due to post-
Tsunami deaths and injuries meant altered identities and slower recovery 
for such families from the impacts of the disaster. In general, though the 
entire community suffered economically from the impacts of the Tsunami, 
the trawler owners were the first to recover since they got better 
compensation from the state and also got their loans waived through their 
manipulation. Fishworkers‘ families where the breadwinner was injured or 
dead suffered heavily since women had to perform the double-day by taking 
up productive employment. This calls for deconstructing the community (as 
argued by Guijt and Shah, 1998). Table 8.1 shows the actors in disaster 
response, their classification according to subaltern theorists and the 
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disruptions within these categorisations. Like Sharma (2008), I contend that 
categories are leaky and problematic. There are movements across elite and 
subaltern domains that are depicted in the framework presented above. For 
example, people from the subaltern domain are entering the ‗elite‘ state 
through the formation of political parties based on identity politics of lower 
castes/dalits (Table 8.1). Indian democracy is dynamic and its 
constitution
112
 has allowed space for the formation of such identity politics 
where leaching across categories can take place. This has led to the 
emergence of politics of lower castes in the form of political parties or 
social movements.
113
 Different groupings of elites and subalterns exist in 









                                                            
112 The constitution of India states that there shall be no discrimination on the basis of race, 
sex, caste, creed and religion in the country. This however, has not been ensured in practice 
as evident in the examples of genocide in Gujarat and war against the Maoists discussed 
above.  
113 One such movement to ensure the rights of the ‗lower‘ castes in Tamil Nadu was the self 
respect movement initiated by Periyar in 1925.   
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Table 8.1 –Leaky Elite/Subaltern domains and actors in the 2004 
Tsunami context, Tamil Nadu 
Elite /Subaltern 
actors in Disaster 
Response (leaky 
domains) 
 Classification by 
subaltern school 
theorists 










Elite men/women Field staff and 
supervisors from 
subaltern groups (that 
connect well with 
grassroots men and 
women) 
The State 
(Government of India 
and Government of 
Tamil Nadu)  
Elite /Middle 




 Dalit elected leaders 
and government 








Elite / Middle 
class/ upper caste 
/‗bourgeois‘  
men/women 





Affected communities  Community elite/ 
ruling elite  
Subaltern/poor/ 
lower castes   
men/women 
Community elite or 
leaders that have more 
access to education, 
cultural resources and 
connections with the 
ruling elite. Example 
traditional panchayat 
members in fishing 
communities have 
connections with 
members of regional 
political parties. 
Subaltern women that 
become NGO leaders 





In terms of participation and resistance the case study of the 2004 
Tsunami reveals that policy making at the state level and its implementation 
in certain ways, such as reliance upon rural elite, led to politics of exclusion 
at the community level. The village subalterns felt disenfranchised and 
discriminated by the state and civil society. This led to enhancement of 
resistance strategies by the subaltern groups. The case study highlights that 
deficiencies and insensitivity of state policies to different groups of 
subalterns can cause tensions and open resistance in otherwise socially-
stable communities. The interviews in Akkraipettai revealed that an open 
revolt of the sort discussed in Chapter 6 had not happened in the village for 
over 25 years. The lack of a nuanced approach caused both, a lack of 
participatory approach and increased resistance in the study area.     
Further, the neo-liberalist development priorities of the state 
impacted upon post-disaster recovery of subaltern men and women. For 
instance a decline in healthcare, education and water and sanitation 
infrastructure hindered the recovery of the poor households. Ruwanpura 
(2009:78) notes that this paradigmatic shift in humanitarian responses 
affects the lives of women and other marginalised groups since it fosters the 
growth of an individualist culture. She also suggests the examination of 
disaster-affected women‘s lives through the prism of neo-liberalism.  
Finally, though the state generally excluded subaltern men and 
women from participating in RRR processes, some NGOs ameliorated this 
situation by mainstreaming these groups in their programmes. Such NGOs 
facilitated both participation in development and resistance against the 
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ruling and community elite. The positive impacts of these NGOs in 
empowering disaster-affected communities is commendable and a theme 
that can be explored further in disaster studies. The next section discusses 
directions for future research that can extend this body of work on the 
theme of identities and disaster responses.   
8.3 IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY AND DIRECTIONS FOR 
FUTURE RESEARCH  
In this section I will compare my research findings with other recent 
scholarship on post-Tsunami social and political situations. In doing so, I 
highlight how my findings not only resonate with extant scholarship, but 
also contribute to a deeper and more complex understanding of some of the 
key issues.  I also discuss the implications of my research for future work 
on the subject ―social identities and disasters‖.  In the discussion below, I 
highlight how future work can take work in this area forward by focussing 
on: (a) the need to adopt an inter-scalar approach, (b) a focus on power, 
resistance and negotiation processes in a disaster situation (at the state level 
and within communities and households), (c) the need for longitudinal 
studies to understand the social changes caused by the state and civil 
society‘s disaster response and (d) the importance of accounting for fluidity 
of social identities of both men and women in the aftermath of a disaster.    
Based on earlier scholarship on how social identities were important 
during and after the 2004 Tsunami, my overall approach to the study of 
identity politics in disaster response is based on the recognition that social 
identities intersect to create a landscape of social inequality between the 
elite and the subaltern groups in the Indian context.  Notable work on this 
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has come from Sri Lanka (see for example Domains, 2009; Hyndman, 
2009; Ruwanpura, 2008, 2009a & b). Among the earliest post-Tsunami 
scholarship, Sidaway and Grundy-Warr (2006) provide a significant 
editorial commentary on the pre-existing social conflicts and displacement 
giving rise to a landscape of social inequality. Reinforcing this, my findings 
not only reveal the importance of intersecting axes of inequality in the 
Indian context, but find noteworthy comparison with the Sri Lankan 
situation where Ruwanpura (2008) argues that the Tsunami brought to the 
forefront pre-existing social inequalities embedded in the structures of 
gender, class, caste and ethnicity; she also explains how exposure to the war 
and female family headship had left Tamil women ―ambiguously 
empowered‖ and entrepreneurial in contrast to the Burgher women who 
were totally dependent on external aid.  
Ruwanpura‘s (2009 a & b) works are significant contributions to the 
theme of intersectionality of identity and the post-Tsunami situation in Sri 
Lanka and her suggestion that women and other marginalised groups‘ plight 
should be examined through the prism of neoliberalism is indeed a valuable 
one. As with the Sri Lankan case where Tsunami aid disbursal aggravated 
ethnic conflict and inequalities (Amarasari de Silva, 2008; Boano, 2009), I 
also found that the rehabilitation measures increased class conflict in my 
study area. In terms of post-disaster resistance, my finding about resistance 
to coastal privatisation resonates with the literature in both the Indian and 
Sri Lankan contexts (Gunewardena, 2008; Ruwanpura, 2009 a & b; 
Subramanian, 2009).  
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My study, however, furthers earlier work by demonstrating that the 
2004 Tsunami provided the basis for re-writing social scripts and 
influenced power relations at different scales. At the level of the state, even 
though the response in India was generally lauded for its effectiveness by 





 my research has reinforced other academic work that 
has revealed the fissures in the rehabilitation and recovery approach in 
India. For example, issues of housing and related dissatisfaction among the 
dalits and fish workers (discussed in Chapter 5 and 6), show how the state‘s 
responses served to increase the sense of marginalisation among the already 
deprived groups in coastal Tamil Nadu thereby alienating them and giving 
rise to new resistance politics among them.  
My study also found unique politics at the level of the community 
that emerged around the issue of coastal land use after the 2004 Tsunami. 
While the state was successful in getting the individual fishing families to 
relinquish their land to it, the community as a whole, through its leaders, 
did not give up the land in the 0-200 metre zone which was critical to the 
pursuance of their livelihoods. This has important bearings about how the 
―poor‖ not only see the state but also negotiate their needs with it 
(Corbridge et al., 2005). Along with an organised resistance of a hybridised 
civil society and political society (in this case the NFF and the fishing 
groups), the latter itself was very perceptive in discerning the state‘s 
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negative interventions with regard to the control and management of its 
natural resources such as land and water and protecting its rights. This has 
ramifications for research in other disaster affected areas as well, since 
massive disasters such as the 2004 Tsunami, disrupt not only the social 
order but the physical land use as well.  
Thus, in terms of directions for future research, I would advocate 
adopting a scalar analysis as a crucial framework to adopt.  A scalar 
approach enables a better understanding of the interconnected nature of 
disaster-responses at different scales as compared to a focus on a single 
level. A singular focus on gender roles and relations at the household level 
leaves out valuable insights on how state and community dynamics 
influence these relations. The findings of my study suggest that the 
aftermath of a disaster and its response has a long-term bearing not only on 
the larger state-society relationships but also on the intra-community and 
intra-household ones. Responses at each scale impact social relations on the 
other. For example the decision of the state to deliver rehabilitation through 
the traditional village councils has led to a challenging and even weakening 
of the power wielded by the elite. Centuries old governance structures 
among the fishing communities was challenged by the advent of new actors 
and aid that followed the 2004 Tsunami. Thus, I suggest that the role of the 
state and its influence on the community and household relations needs to 
be probed and written about more in the discussion about identities in the 
post-disaster context. In the wake of neo-liberalism and ‗disaster 
capitalism‘ (suggested by Klein, 2007), more studies need to be conducted 
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to document the impacts of post-disaster privatisation on disaster-affected 
ordinary men and women‘s everyday lives. The state plays an important 
role in perpetuating existing vulnerabilities through its inaction and apathy. 
For example, the inaction on the issue of attacks by the Sri Lankan navy 
identified by the fishermen in Akkraipettai as a crucial cause of 
vulnerability among the community that impacts the household. There is 
limited literature on this pre-disaster aspect of social vulnerability and the 
state‘s role in perpetuating it, as most literature focuses on post-disaster 
responses of the state and civil society.  
Further, given the limited literature on the power, resistance and 
negotiation processes that follow disasters, future research needs to 
examine identity politics in disaster responses to understand state-society 
relationships in different contexts and across scales (as mentioned above), 
as these responses reflect how the state treats disaster-affected people. 
Disaster response is also a good reflection on the relationships between civil 
society and political society, that is, relations between different kinds of 
elites and subalterns in societies and in the ways that they organise to 
respond to the disaster.  
As this study has shown, extreme natural events can bring forth 
communal and individual agencies that work towards building back better 
lives and sustaining livelihoods. Disasters pave the way for the 
reorganisation of land use both by the physical changes they cause and the 
state responses they elicit, the changes wrought by disasters also create 
situations which indigenous communities have to reconcile and negotiate 
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with the state. Different approaches have been used to study these aspects in 
the past (see for example Da Costa and Turner‘s (2007) work on resettling 
disaster-prone people through the social capital approach and Haan and 
Zoomer‘s (2005) livelihood approach) but even these varied approaches 
emphasise the need for taking local power landscapes into consideration to 
understand livelihood issues and decision-making.  
As such, I suggest that the key themes of power and resistance 
discussed in this thesis are more effective at understanding livelihood, 
rehabilitation and resettlement in disaster-affected areas. Moreover, I 
suggest that future studies on disaster response need to not only consider 
the importance of overt and covert resistance of a natural-resource based 
community in their efforts to protect their resource base (see also Flint and 
Luloff (2005) who argue that while communities based on natural resources 
are considered more vulnerable to the impacts of natural disasters, their 
agencies have been given inadequate focus in disaster research) but also the 
evolving state-society relations in the aftermath of a disaster, by analysing 
the different phases of response (such as the RRR approach in this thesis). 
Thus a third suggestion for how the future direction of research 
should proceed is to examine how disasters affect societal relations in the 
long term; these could be in the form of longitudinal studies with disaster-
affected communities. A nuanced approach to the differential needs of 
different groups of subalterns, and deconstruction of the term ‗community‘ 
into further groups based of intersecting axes of social inequality, can 
improve state and civil society responses to disasters. Some subalterns are 
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affected more adversely than the others by the state responses and 
privatisation that follows in the aftermath of disasters (Katz, 2008). 
Longitudinal studies can help understand the devolution of power and the 
evolution of social relations among the dominant and subaltern groups.  
Changes in the power landscapes that occur within affected 
communities as a result of a massive disaster and its response has also been 
insufficiently covered in the literature. As Scott (1985) points out, covert 
conflict is an everyday part of rural communities which may get 
exacerbated and exposed due to a massive external event like a disaster. In 
my case study, the on-going everyday conflicts among the community elite 
and subaltern were heightened due to the elite-control and manipulation of 
the Tsunami response and this was reported in other contexts after the 
Tsunami too (cf Telford and Cosgrave‘s 2006 discussion about the 
increased dissatisfaction among communities in most affected countries 
during the rehabilitation and recovery stage).  These conflicts have a long-
term impact on the internal social relations within these communities as 
they may lead to irreversible changes such as the decline in the status of the 
community elite or long-lasting animosities among some individuals or 
families within communities.  
Finally, the advent of new actors such as NGOs after a disaster 
provides some people
115
 the opportunity to enhance their social networks. 
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In the Majority World since the dominant development paradigm is centered around 
empowering women, NGOs mostly work with rural women, thus providing them more 
avenues for accessing credit, training and employment which on the one hand may serve to 
make them indebted and on the other  
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In the Majority World, NGOs have gendered impacts on the social relations 
since most of them target women. There was, however, no real support for 
marginalised men, such as those injured by the disaster and in need of 
external help. A crucial aspect of my study has been the need to integrate 
subaltern men and women in the post-disaster rehabilitation efforts. The 
problem of elite-capture which is well documented in the development 
literature is also evident in disaster contexts. Thus, in terms of gender roles 
and relations, future research must take into account the varied needs of 
differently affected households. For example, the differences in the 
situations of widows and de facto women heads of households is an 
important one; while the former get state, NGO and kin support (although 
conditionally), the latter are usually not incorporated into policy-making. 
Men‘s altered identities and hardships that they face after a disaster have 
seldom been researched. Evidence produced in this thesis illuminates the 
issues surrounding injured men and their marginalisation in the communal 
order. This indeed is a pertinent direction that future research on social 
identities and disasters can address.   
8.4 FINAL THOUGHTS    
Disaster-affected communities undergo traumatic experiences during 
and after disasters. These are emotionally vulnerable groups that need 
sensitive external interventions and careful internal healing. In the 
aftermath of disasters, states and NGOs should be extra cautious not to 
further deprive these already dispossessed groups. Each member of the 
community should be treated as vulnerable and wounded whether 
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physically or emotionally and in need of differentiated individual attention 
and healing. The lumping together of disaster-affected people under the 
label of ‗community‘ is problematic and tends to make RRR interventions 
insensitive to the needs of differently wounded people. There is a need to 
politicise these differences and make disaster-responses by the people and 
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Glossary of Acronyms and key Non-English terms used:  
Anganwadi A Hindi term for a children‘s day care 
centre in villages across India 
APWLD Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and 
Development 
AREDS (Association of Rural 
Education and Development 
Service) 
An NGO working for dalit 
empowerment in Tamil Nadu.  
AVVAI AVVAI Village Welfare Society (an 
NGO) 
Aruvani  A term used for transgendered people in 
Tamil Nadu 
Bhajans  
BSNL (Bharat Sanchar Nigam 
Limited) 
A public sector telecommunication 
enterprise involved in post-Tsunami 
housing  
Chipko movement  An environmental movement in the 
Himalayas in the 1970s  
CMZ (Coastal Management 
Zone) 
A coastal regulation policy promulgated 
by the Government of India after the 
2004 Tsunami  
Dalits  A term used for lowest caste people in 
India 
FAD (Feminism and 
Development)  
 
FYP (Five Year Plan)  
GAD (Gender and 
Development)  
 
GoI   (Government of India)  
GOs   (Government Orders)  
GONGO (Government NGO) A term used to represent NGOs that 
work with and for the government  
GoTN Government of Tamil Nadu  
kattumaran A small wooden fishing craft (non-
motorised) 
KSMTF (Kerala Swathanthra An NGO working for fish workers in the 
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Malsya Thozhilali Federaton) state of Kerala in India  
MSSRF (MS Swaminathan 
Research Foundation)  
An NGO based in Chennai working for 
environmental issues  
NCRC (NGO Coordination and 
Resource Centre) 
A body formed to coordinate the work of 
NGOs after the 2004 Tsunami in 
Nagapattinam  
NFF (National Fishworkers 
Forum) 
A collaborative of NGOs working for 
fisheries related issues along coastal 
India  
NREGS (National Rural 
Employment Guarantee 
Scheme) 
A scheme wherein unemployed people 
in a village can get up to 100 days of 
waged work per year 
OSD (RR) (Officer on Special 
Duty, Relief and Rehabilitation)  
A top level officer in the Department of 
Revenue, at Chennai who was 
responsible for the overall supervision of 
the RRR works  
Panchayat A village governance body  
Pattanavar  Fishing caste  
PLF Panchayat Level Federation (of women‘s 
SHGs)  
Pongal  Harvest festival celebrated in Tamil 
Nadu on 14th January every year  
RRR Relief, Rehabilitation and Recovery  
Saathin  A women community leader under a 
government sponsored programme for 
women‘s empowerment  
SGSY  Swaranjayanti Gram Swarozgar Yojana  
SHG  Self Help Group  
SIFFS (South Indian Federation 
of Fishermen Society)  
An NGO working for artisanal fishing 
communities in South India  
SNEHA (Social Need Education 
and Human Awareness) 
An NGO working with women in fishing 
communities in Nagapattinam  
SOS (Save our Souls)  International NGO working for the 
empowerment of orphaned and semi-
orphan children and their families.  
TEC (Tsunami Evaluation 
Coalition)  
A coalition of International organisations 
set up to evaluate the RRR efforts  
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TNTRC (Tamil Nadu Tsunami 
Resource Centre)  
A state level NGO coordination body 
with head office in Chennai  
Uur  The Tamil word for village  
WID (Women in Development)  

























This table provides short biographies of key elite and subaltern people from Akkraipettai 
whose narratives have been used in the chapters and are central to the analysis of the data. 
The people whose interviews have not been cited are the ones that provided repetitive 
information.  
Elite in the Akkraipettai context refers to traditionally advantaged groups such as trawler 
owners (men), traditional panchayat leaders (men) and people who are related to them 
(their families and friends). Subaltern groups on the other hand are people who are 
marginalised in the community – since they do not have much say in the decision making 
processes and networks with the ruling elite.  
Table A – Key women interviewed in Akkraipettai   




1. Majhi  F  40  Illiterate  Married – 3 
children  
Majhi is a fish-workers wife who used to vend fish before the tsunami. After 
the tsunami she remains sad, depressed and fearful. She is highly dissatisfied 
with the permanent shelter as the NGO that was building the house has left it 
incomplete since the funds have dried up. Housing is the major problem faced 
by her- lives with a large family in a small house in crammed conditions. Has 
a young unmarried daughter- there is no privacy for the women in the family- 
as the bathroom is constructed within the house. She wanted a bathroom 
outside the house in the backyard. One son and daughter-in-law live in the 
same house but do not speak to the parents and cook separately. 
1. Selvi                 F                   60              Illiterate             Married- 3 children               
Still living in her old house close to the shore unwilling to move. Wants cash 
compensation for the house before moving out. She is being offered a house 
further away from the shore. Her husband owned a small craft before the 
tsunami which he rebuilt and still goes fishing with his sons on the 
kattumaram.  
2. Anandi              F                 60               Illiterate              Widow- 7 children   
Injured her leg in the tsunami, lost her married daughter during the tsunami. 
Her son-in-law took the ex-gratia money for his wife‘s death and went on to 
get re-married. Anandi was sad and worried about her daughter‘s children and 
their well-being with the step mother. One of the sons was badly injured and 
unable to continue his occupation – his family really struggled to make ends 
and the daughter-in-law had to do coolie work on a construction site to 
support her husband and 4 children. There was lack of money for grand 
children‘s higher education- and she asked her granddaughter to discontinue 
higher studies. She does not receive widow pension (the decision is made in 
the panchayat not to give pensions to women with earning sons), but she said 
that having earning sons did not ensure that widowed mothers are taken care 
of.  
3. Shanti               F         41           Illiterate                    Married – 3 children  
Shanti had a daughter and 2 sons before the tsunami. She lost the 7 year old 
daughter to the tsunami wave. Her husband‘s hand is not fully functional – so 
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he does not go fishing regularly- she had to withdraw her son from the school, 
to work as a coolie on other‘s boats. ―All peace and happiness has gone out of 
our lives‖. Suffers from acute pain in the head, hands and legs.  Did not get 
full compensation money for her daughter‘s death. Used the half 
compensation received for treating her family‘s injuries and paying old debts. 
She is extremely weak and looks under nourished. Cannot eat properly-―I 
keep thinking about my dead daughter‖. Suffers from depression and body 
pains. In addition the house constructed by the NGO leaks.   
4. Pushpa            F              27              2nd pass                  Married- 2 infants  
Found her very isolated in the village. The neighbours were not helpful. Her 
husband had recently started going for fishing after 2 years of illness. Living 
in poor conditions. Had pawned most of her jewels in the last two years to 
feed the family.  
5. Gauri                F       40     2nd pass    Married- 4 step children and one infant  
Her present husband lost his wife in the tsunami. He has 4 children from the 
deceased wife and one child from her. He and his elder son work as labour on other 
people‘s boats. She is comfortable with her new life. But when her step-daughter 
was interviewed in private- she revealed that the new mother is not kind to her and 
her siblings. She keeps scolding them and their father too does not intervene as he 
supports the second wife. They have two earning men in the house therefore did not 
complain of financial hardships. However, the presence of the second mother seems 
to be a big source of discomfort to the children from the first marriage.    
6. Selvamanik       F          50        Illiterate               Tsunami widow -6 children                  
Her elder two sons are living separately after marriage. They do not talk to her or 
support her and the other family financially. The third son is supporting the family 
by working as a coolie on the trawler. The youngest son is mentally impaired and 
cannot work. The eldest daughter lost her husband due to firing by Sri Lankan navy. 
The younger daughter was married one year ago and had problems with her in-laws 
and separated- her husband left for work at Singapore. She stays with her mother and 
her brother supports her and she also receives money from her husband. Selvamanik 
said that life was much easier with her husband around- ―life is miserable without the 
head of the house hold who controls everyone- I will go and drown myself in the sea 
if my only son who supports were to ill-treat me‖.  
7. Sujatha and Shivani F  30and 27 5th pass Married - one child and no child    
Sujatha and Shivani are two out of five siblings who lost their mother in the tsunami. 
According to them their mother was the binding force of the family, she used to vend 
fish and provide for her four daughters and husband while the husband was a 
drunkard. They had a brother who was working as a coolie on a boat. After the 
tsunami – Sujatha was married off with the compensation money however, she had 
quarrels with her husband and came back pregnant- to the natal family and is living 
with them since. She works as a labour (in the 100 days cash for work scheme of the 
government) to support herself, her daughter and the 3 sisters. The second sister 
Shivani was married before the tsunami - her husband works in Singapore, after her 
mother‘s death she came to live with the natal family to take care of the younger 
siblings. Her father fights and abuses the girls constantly. Shivani said- he demands 
money for alcohol consumption- ―he is just like a dog, even our dog is better than 
him‖. Their father has abandoned them for few days he has not returned home- they 
have a dog to protect them. The brother too abuses them and lives separately-―he 
tells us why don‘t you all leave this house and go away somewhere‖. The 4 sisters 
are living together without any male support. ―Our neighbours think and talk bad 
about us, because we are an only women household- Life was comfortable when our 
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mother was alive- she took good care of us‖. 
8. Selvi              F      35              2nd pass            Tsunami widow- 4 children             
Lost 6 members of her family in the tsunami- mother, father, husband, brother and 
sister-in-law and nephew. She received the compensation for her husband‘s death 
and used it to repay the old debts. All her children go to school. SOS is supporting 
the family with cash per month. She also gets widow pension by which she runs her 
kitchen. Member of an AVVAI group. The group does tile making. She was unwell 
during the time when the training for tile making was given and did not learn how to 
do that work. She does not go for tile making.   
9. Pattamma         F               45                 Illiterate               widow- 5 children  
Supports the family by running a breakfast shop, her elder son has dropped 
out of school and is working as a watchman. She receives widow pension.   
10. Rasamma     F                  49                  Illiterate             widow- 5 children  
Lost her husband 13 years ago. All her sons work as labour on fishing boats. She was 
a fish vendor before the tsunami. The younger girl dropped out of school very early 
and helped with housework. The house broke down in the tsunami. She and her 
younger son were injured. She got a major throat infection and bad cough after the 
tsunami and had to discontinue work as a fish vendor (since that involves shouting). 
She now runs a small shop selling daily provisions. SNEHA gave them money to 
repair their old tenement and Mata Amritanandmayee Math built her a new house in 
the same compound.  She is a member of an AVVAI SHG.  
11. Lakshmi                F                 45                    Illiterate           6 children  
Her husband had a small motor boat prior to the tsunami and they live very close to 
the sea-shore. The family used to live by the income generated by fishing. After her 
3 sons got married they went on to live separately with their wives and severed their 
ties with their parents and sisters. Of her three daughters, the elder 2 are mentally 
challenged and cannot be married off. The sons got new houses in the new 
resettlement colony called Tata Nagar. However, she and her husband along with 
their 3 daughters were unwilling to move out of the ancestral house even though they 
are afraid of another tsunami. Her husband‘s small motor boat was not replaced by 
the rehabilitation agencies and he constructed his own kattumaram by joining 4 logs. 
The family faces economic crises as the there is one earning member with four 
dependents and the income from fishing is seasonal 
12. Anjaldevi             F                      25           4th Pass                      Unmarried  
Anjaldevi lost her father to the Tsunami. Her mother had died 20 years ago due to 
snake bite. She stays with her two single brothers in their old house close to the sea 
shore. The family has been allocated a new house in the re-settlement colony called 
Tata Nagar but they are not shifting into that house – it will be used if one of the 
single brothers gets married and shifts to the new house.  Only one of her brother‘s 
goes for fishing as the other suffers from headaches from the pre-tsunami period. 
They received the compensation money for her father‘s death which created rifts 
among the siblings. One of the married sisters asked for a share in the money and so 
did the married brother. Upon not getting a share they severed their ties with the 
unmarried siblings. 
13. Meera                F                35             Illiterate      Married – 3 children                                 
One of Meera‘s sons was mentally disturbed from the pre-tsunami time. She could 
not take up paid work due to the son‘s illness. Her husband became mentally 
disturbed six months ago and stopped fishing properly. He stopped talking to other 
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fishermen or his family. He is presently staying with some relatives in Chennai and 
getting his treatment done. She has been living on loans taken from the savings 
group, relatives and neighbours. Her sister also helps her.   
14. Valliammi  F 50 Illiterate  Widow – 8 
children 
Widowed since 1993, she took up fish vending to feed her family. She had a uterus 
removal operation 5 months ago and now cannot continue to vend fish. Her elder son 
is married and stays next door. He works as a labour on a trawler. He does not extend 
any financial support to his mother or siblings. The younger sons and daughters are 
still studying in school and SOS supports their education by giving Rs. 200 per child 
per month.    
15. Irrawady  (key informant)  F       44         8th Pass           Married- 3 Children  
Irrawady was a respected SNEHA leader and many women in the village referred her 
to me as the ―perfect person‖ to discuss SNEHA programmes and its impacts. 
Women from the village called Irrawady to resolve disputes arising in Self Help 
Groups (mostly regarding maintaining accounts). In due course of time she became a 
key informant for me and alerted me to events such as women‘s day celebration 
organised by a collaborative of NGOs in the district. Her domestic life was however 
not as pleasant as her husband felt jealous of her leadership in the NGO and often 
abused her verbally and occasionally physically.       
 
16. Bharati  (key informant)  F             50      Illiterate          Married- 4 children  
Bharati was the PLF leader and the wife of a traditional panchayat member. She 
expressed a dramatic increase in her confidence level from being selected as the 
President of the PLF and said that it was a gratifying experience. She stayed in a big 
house which her husband had repaired with his own resources after the Tsunami. Her 
family did not take any housing assistance from the NGOs after the Tsunami. Her 
main sore point was Kamala‘s interference and the negativity that she spread in the 
PLF.    
17. Rekha                           F            35          2nd Pass           Married-  4 children 
Rekha‘s life was extremely disturbed after the 2004 Tsunami as her husband was 
injured and suffered from depression after the disaster. She had to take up paid work 
under the NREGS after the Tsunami and scarcely got to spend time with her 
children. Her eldest daughter- Soorya also suffered from depression and was 
hospitalised a couple of times when I was visiting the village. From interviewing 
several families in the village, I could identify that her family was one of the most 
vulnerable in the village since there were too many sick dependents in the family 
(including Rekha‘s diabetic mother-in-law).  
18. Kamala                 F              47            10th Pass              Married- 3 children  
Kamala was the wife of an influential, elite trawler-owner and she along with her 
husband affiliated with a political party. She was an elected panchayat councillor 
and controlled the development funds allocated for the district along with other 
councillors (through the power to vote). Kamala‘s house and lifestyle was quite 
above the other village members and her sons were studying engineering in top 
universities in the cities (Chennai and Trichy). Her role in the PLF was rather 




19. Janaki                       F                33                                 Married – 2 children  
Janaki was an NGO certified community worker and took great pride in introducing 
herself as a social-worker. Unlike Irrawady, her husband supported her for her NGO 
activities and allowed her to move around freely in and out of the village for NGO 
related activities. Janaki was quite bold and fearless in her mannerisms and was 
actively supporting Bharati to sort out issues related to the PLF. She was assertive 
while interacting with both male and female members of the village and was the only 
one who revealed the details regarding the riot regarding boat distribution in the 
village.  
20. Annapoorna               F               25             Married and pregnant – 1 Infant  
Annapoorna was a trawler owner‘s wife who was largely confined to the house. Her 
husband Kannan had asked her not to engage with NGO activities and focus on 
raising her and his brother‘s children (since his brother had lost his wife to the 
Tsunami). 
 
TABLE B- Key Men Interviewed in the Village  
Name (pseudonym)                          Sex               Age         Marital and 
class status    
1. Veerappan (key informant)  M   50           Married, former trawler owner  
Veerappan was a helpful elderly man, a member of the traditional panchayat who 
was forthcoming in revealing information about the panchayat system of decision-
making and role in the post-Tsunami period. He maintained that the traditional 
panchayat had been ―very fair‖ in providing a list of those whose trawlers and 
boats were damaged or destroyed. Citing his own case, he said that his trawler was 
parked in another district when the Tsunami occurred and hence he was denied 
compensation for his damaged trawler. According to him the traditional 
pancahayat worked on the principles of justice and for the larger good of the 
villagers.   
2. Kannan                    M                  33                     Married, trawler owner  
Kannan owned two trawlers and concrete well-built house in the village. He was 
well respected and described as a kind and helpful man by his neighbours. 
Kannan expressed that fishing as a profession was becoming increasingly unsafe 
and unsustainable. According to him, fish-catches had surely declined after the 
Tsunami and risks of attacks and accidents were ever increasing. Though Kannan 
sounded encouraging about the various NGO run programmes in the village, he 
maintained that his wife should not engage in these and her first priority should 
be to run the household.  
3. Selvaraj               M                       45                       Married, unemployed  
 Selvaraj was a fish-worker 18 years ago and had discontinued fishing after he 
was caught by the Sri Lankan navy and tortured before being released. He 
showed injury marks on his stomach and said that it was a very traumatic 
experience that had made him scared of venturing into the sea again.  
4. Raju                              M            37                        Married, unemployed  
 Raju was injured due to the Tsunami and in need of physiotherapy which he could 
not afford. His mother had received the Tsunami medical insurance card sponsored 
by the state but his name was not included on it (even though the cards were meant 
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to cover the entire family). Clearly Raju‘s family was a case that needed special 
attention in the aftermath of the disaster but had largely been left out of state and 
NGO sponsored programmes. Declining health also led to a decline in self-respect 
for Raju who was subject to abuse from his brothers and marginal in the village 
economy. He said that he wished to migrate to another village to pursue some kind 
of livelihood as he felt that the people in his village were ―cruel‖ and looked down 
upon the infirm.  
5. Raja                             M                40                       Married, fish-worker                                     
 Raja was a fish-worker who got a spinal injury due to the Tsunami and even 
though he continued fishing after the Tsunami, his back ached frequently and he 
had to rest at home often. He had four children and his wife was looking out for 
productive employment since Raja‘s health was no longer stable. The couple 
showed me MRI scans of his spine and said that they had borne the entire cost of 
the tests and medicines and had travelled to the neighbouring district to get the 
same as the facilities to get the same were not adequate in the district.   
6. Sellapan                         M                    42      Married,  small boat owner  
         Sellappan was a small boat owner in the village and had repainted his 
reconstructed house (by Tata Relief Committee) to mark the difference from 
other fish-workers‘ houses. He said that he was waiting to go abroad since he 
found the life in Akkraipettai too appalling. He had just one son and expressed 
that it was a blessing to have lesser children since it meant lesser 
responsibilities. He had made passports for his entire family in the hope of 
migrating and working overseas and said that he was waiting for the right 




















Appendix 2: Government Order -172 related to post-Tsunami Housing in 
Tamil Nadu 
ORDER: (available at http://www.tn.gov.in/gorders/rev/rev-e-172-2005.htm) 
The Tsunami that struck the Tamil Nadu Coast on 26.12.2004 affected the entire coastal 
economy of the State in 13 districts destroying thousands of houses and resulted in 
enormous loss of lives and property.  
2. The Government has ensured that every affected section of the population viz., 
agriculturists, small business owners, destitutes, widows, orphaned children, school and 
college students has been given necessary assistance.  Government have also ensured that 
the essential needs of livelihood have been extended to all the affected families. 
3)  The Government of Tamil Nadu in the Government orders read above  
have set out guidelines for the participation of NGOs, Public Sector Undertakings, 
Corporate Houses and Rehabilitation organizations in this massive reconstruction venture 
and many agencies have responded positively.  The State Relief Commissioner has also 
communicated a model MOU to be entered into with these organizational and designs and 
specifications of permanent houses developed by experts to the Collectors 
4. While the prime objective of the Government is to provide properly built houses in safe 
location to the affected families, Government also recognizes that the fishermen people 
have to remain close to the sea for their livelihood.  After taking note of the various 
regulations under the Coastal Regulation Zone Notifications issued by the Government of 
India, the Government of Tamil Nadu have formulated the following policy for the 
implementation of a massive housing reconstruction programme for the tsunami affected 
families. 
5) The Tsunami Housing Reconstruction Programme envisages the construction of about 
1,30,000 concrete houses at an approximate cost of Rs. 1,50,000/- each. Each house will 
have 300-325 sq.ft. of built-up space.  The houses will be having all disaster-resistant 
features. The lay out will have adequate infrastructure facilities like water supply, 
streetlights, roads, rainwater harvesting structures, drains, community centre, Noon-meal 
centre etc. In Chennai and Thiruvallur multi-storied tenements would be built by Tamil 
Nadu Slum Clearance Board. Each tenement will have 235-250 sq. ft. area and will be built 
at an approximate cost of Rs.1,50,000/- each Adequate infrastructure would  be provided in 
these settlements by the  Tamil Nadu Slum Clearance Board at additional cost wherever 
necessary. The entire programme is likely to cost Rs.1950 crores. It is expected that 
Government of India and the World Bank will provide substantial assistance for this 
programme. 
6) Guidelines for the Programme :  
while constructing new houses, the following guidelines shall be kept in view : 
a) Houses located within 200 metres of the High Tide Line  
1. (i)  As per the Coastal Regulation Zone notifications, only repair of structures 
authorized prior to 1991 is permissible and no new construction is possible.  
Therefore, all the house owners of fully damaged and partly damaged Kutcha and 
pucca houses within 200 mts. of the High Tide Line, will be given the choice to go 
beyond 200 mts., and get a newly constructed house worth Rs.1.50 lakh free of cost.   
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2. (ii)  Those who do not choose to do so will be permitted to undertake the repairs on 
their own in the existing locations, but they will not be eligible for any assistance from 
the Government.  
3. (iii) Even for houses, which are not damaged, the owners would be given the option of 
getting a new house beyond 200 mts.  If they are not willing, they will be allowed to 
continue in the existing locations. 
b) Houses located between 200 metres and 500 metres of the High Tide Line  
(i) For the fully / partly damaged Kutcha and fully damaged pucca houses in the area 
between 200 to 500 mts. of the High Tide Line, new houses would be constructed beyond 
500 mts. of the High Tide Line based on the willingness of the house-owners.  
(ii) If they are not willing to move beyond 500 mts. of the High Tide Line, the houses for 
them will be constructed in the existing locations.  
(iii) For the repair of partly damaged pucca houses, financial assistance will be provided on 
the following scale based on the assessment of the damage by a technical team nominated 
by the District Collector consisting of Civil Engineers/Diploma holders from atleast two 
Government departments and a private Civil Engineering Consultant. 
 
                 Extent of Damage                                 Grant of Assistance  
If the value of the damage 
is up to Rs.20,000/-   
Full grant of  amount up to 
Rs. 20,000/-.  
If the value of the damage 
is between Rs. 20,001 to 
Rs.50,000  
Rs. 20,000 + 75% of the  
damage above Rs.20,000/-.  
If the value of the damage 
is above Rs.50,000/-  
 A minimum assistance of 
Rs.42,500/- + 50% of the 
damage above Rs.50,000/- 
subject to a maximum of 
Rs.75,000/-.   
  
c) Houses located beyond 500 meters of the High Tide Line  
(i) The procedure followed in respect of houses located between 200 to 500 mts of the 
High Tide Line will be applicable in the case of kutcha houses fully or partly damaged and 
pucca houses fully  damaged located beyond 500 mts. of the High Tide Line.  
(ii) For repair of partly damaged pucca houses in this area, financial assistance will be 
provided on the same basis as indicated in b(iii) above.  
d) Other General Guidelines  
1.  The land for the houses will be given free of cost by the Government at the rate of 3 
cents in rural areas and one and a half cents in municipal areas.   
2. Priority will be given for non-Governmental organizations, Public Sector Undertakings, 
Corporate Houses and Rehabilitation organizations to reconstruct and repair houses with 
their own money.  
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3. Where NGOs/other organizations do not come forward to construct new houses or repair 
existing houses the house owners will be permitted to construct/repair the houses 
themselves with financial assistance from the Government, subject to the financial ceilings 
and the technical specifications given by Government. District Collectors will render all 
the necessary assistance to the house owners/NGOs/ etc., to facilitate speedy construction.  
4.  Wherever the beneficiaries are unable to construct the house themselves with financial 
assistance from the Government and the NGOs are also not forthcoming, the Government 
will build the houses.  
5. In all cases where new houses are given, the old site and the old house will have to be 
relinquished to the Government by a legally acceptable document.  The District Collectors 
will ensure that these documents are properly registered and brought to Government 
account.  
6. The areas so vacated because of new construction will be entered in the Prohibitory 
Order book and maintained for public purposes.  Fisher people will be permitted to keep 
boats, nets etc. in these areas. Separate sheds, locker rooms etc. may be put up in these 
locations by Government/NGOs on a temporary basis as per CRZ guidelines.  
7. The new houses should conform to the specifications developed by technical experts 
already communicated to the District Collectors from the State Relief Commissioner‘s 
office.  
8.  All the new houses will be insured for 10 years at the cost of the executing agency.  The 
cost will be included as part of the Project cost.  
9. The title of the house will be given in the joint names of the wife and husband and if one 
of them is not alive, in the name of the survivor and the eldest child. The houses cannot be 
alienated /  mortgaged/sold for ten years. Any transfer of the share of the wife‘s property to 
the husband will be declared void.  
7) The Collectors are permitted to make small changes during implementation depending 
upon the local conditions and the wishes of the people.  While making such changes, they 
should consult the village level Tsunami Rehabilitation Supervisory Committees already 
constituted and as far as practicable such changes should be applied uniformly to all the 
new houses in the habitation.  The Special Commissioner and Commissioner of Revenue 
Administration /the State Relief Commissioner may issue supplemental 
instructions/clarifications wherever necessary. 
 
 
